The religion of heritage:  The Manawaka fiction of Margaret Laurence. by Mortlock, Melanie Dawn
University of Windsor 
Scholarship at UWindsor 
Electronic Theses and Dissertations Theses, Dissertations, and Major Papers 
1-1-1977 
The religion of heritage: The Manawaka fiction of Margaret 
Laurence. 
Melanie Dawn Mortlock 
University of Windsor 
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/etd 
Recommended Citation 
Mortlock, Melanie Dawn, "The religion of heritage: The Manawaka fiction of Margaret Laurence." (1977). 
Electronic Theses and Dissertations. 6650. 
https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/etd/6650 
This online database contains the full-text of PhD dissertations and Masters’ theses of University of Windsor 
students from 1954 forward. These documents are made available for personal study and research purposes only, 
in accordance with the Canadian Copyright Act and the Creative Commons license—CC BY-NC-ND (Attribution, 
Non-Commercial, No Derivative Works). Under this license, works must always be attributed to the copyright holder 
(original author), cannot be used for any commercial purposes, and may not be altered. Any other use would 
require the permission of the copyright holder. Students may inquire about withdrawing their dissertation and/or 
thesis from this database. For additional inquiries, please contact the repository administrator via email 
(scholarship@uwindsor.ca) or by telephone at 519-253-3000ext. 3208. 
THE RELIGION OF HERITAGE:
THE MANAWAKA FICTION OF MARGARET LAURENCE
by
Melanie Dawn Mortlock
A Thesis
submitted to the Faculty of Graduate Studies 
through the Department of 
English in Partial Fulfillment 
of the requirements for the Degree 
of Master of Arts at 
The University of Windsor
Windsor, Ontario, Canada 
1977
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
UMI Number: EC53140
INFORMATION TO USERS
The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy 
submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality illustrations and 
photographs, print bleed-through, substandard margins, and improper 
alignment can adversely affect reproduction.
In the unlikely event that the author did not send a complete manuscript 
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized 
copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion.
UMI
UMI Microform EC53140 
Copyright 2009 by ProQuest LLC.
All rights reserved. This microform edition is protected against 
unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code.
ProQuest LLC 
789 E. Eisenhower Parkway 
PC Box 1346 
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
Melanie Dawn Mortlock 19 77
667387
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
Approved:
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
ABSTRACT
Like Margaret Laurence herself, all five of the 
Manawaka protagonists —  Hagar, Rachel, Stacey, Vanessa 
and Morag -- come from a Scots-Presbyterian background.
Also like Laurence, each protagonist finds that in order 
to acquire some degree of self-knowledge, she must come 
to terms with her ancestral past, the heritage of Calvinism. 
The morality, the values, the outlook, the strengths and 
the failings of each of the five women have been largely 
determined by her Calvinist roots. Each woman rebels 
against her past only to discover later in life how much 
she is a product of it.
Calvinism is both a cultural and a religious ideology. 
A study of each of the Manawaka protagonists, first from 
a cultural and then from a religious viewpoint, reveals 
that all five women are cultural Calvinists -- they display 
the distinctive character traits which were the cultural 
result of Calvin's theological doctrines. Spiritually, 
each of the women embarks upon her own unique religious 
quest.
When studied chronologically, the five Manawaka 
novels can be seen to depict a dynamic phase in the 
spiritual history of a people's rapidly changing 
religion. The phase assumes a somewhat circular shape, 
with the final vision being a full mirror image or in­
verted reflection of the initial one. Hagar's spiritual 
quest results in the truth that she has inherited, in its
iv
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
totality, the Calvinist religion of her pioneer father. 
Hagar’s God is partially dethroned and re-defined by 
Rachel, and even more so by Stacey, As far as Vanessa 
is concerned. He has completely gone into eclipse. In 
Morag's mind God re-emerges and waxes into full luminosity, 
not as a factual reality, but as man’s most meaningful 
myth. While Hagar*s true heritage is her ancestors' 
religion, Morag’s religion is a reverence for her ancestral 
heritage.
Speaking as a voice of her own tribe of people —  
the Scots Presbyterians of western Canada —  Laurence 
demonstrates that modern man must largely re-interpret 
the religion of his own particular heritage in order to 
grow. She also shows that it is neither wise nor entirely 
possible to reject or disregard the past along with its 
many valuable messages about the physical, psychological 
and spiritual dimensions of man’s ongoing struggle for 
freedom and survival.
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION
In an interview in 1966, Margaret Laurence confessed:
"I'm stuck with writing about the Scots Presbyterians,
1
God help me." Such has been her lot ever since she
ceased to write about Africa. In 19 76 she acknowledged
that her Manawaka novels demonstrate that her Calvinist
2
heritage is an extremely "large factor" in her art. As
Clare A. Darby puts it: "Calvinism and the tensions
initiated by its doctrines are not only the source of
Mrs. Laurence's creative vision but are also the subject
3
matter of that vision." Since 1960, Laurence has had 
five books published which grow out of the fictional town 
of Manawaka, Manitoba. All five of the female protagonists 
are born and bred in this town and have Scots-Presbyterian 
backgrounds. Each of them is compelled to struggle with 
her heritage in an attempt to come to terms with it.
Laurence herself found it necessary to undertake such 
a struggle. She claims that the theme of freedom is 
important in all of her writing because she grew up in 
a "repressed community" in Neepawa, Manitoba which recognized
I
DuBarry Campau, "Laurence of Manitoba," Canadian 
Author and Bookman, 42 (Winter, 1966), 6.g - -
Interview with Margaret Laurence at Queen's University 
in October, 19 76.
3
"The Novels and Short Stories of Margaret Laurence," 
Master's thesis (University of New Brunswick, 1972), p. 7.
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"the values of the individual.,.if only sometimes by 
4
implication." Like so many of her characters, Laurence
rebelled against her strict upbringing and "couldn't
5
wait to get out of that town." But she admits: "I
did not know then that I would carry the land and town
all my life within my skull, that they would form the
mainspring and source of the writing I was to do,
6
wherever and however far away I might live." Laurence
found that eventually she "had to come back" and examine
her "roots and in some way put to rest the threat that
7
had been there."
For Laurence, then, writing is a "kind of self- 
8
discovery." By writing about her grandparents' generation
in The Stone Angel and A Bird in the House, she gained an
awareness of her own matriarchal tendencies, her tenacity,
9
and her desire for personal independence. Laurence claims
^Donald Cameron, "Margaret Laurence: The Black Celt
Speaks of Freedom," in Conversations with Canadian Novelists
(Toronto, 1973), p. 99. ”
^Clara Thomas, transcriber, "A Conversation about
Literature: An Interview with Margaret Laurence and
Irving Layton," Journal of Canadian Fiction, 1 (Winter, 19 76), 66,
e
Margaret Laurence, "VThere the World Began," in 
Heart of a Stranger (Toronto, 1976), p. 217.
^Thomas, transcriber, "Margaret Laurence and Irving
Layton," 66.
®Cameron, "The Black Celt," p. 100.
^Cameron, "The Black Celt," p. 99.
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that writing has been her own
attempt to come to terms with the past. I see 
this process as the gradual one of freeing one­
self from the stultifying aspect of the past, 
while at the same time beginning to see its true 
value—  which, in the case of my own people (by 
which I mean the total community, not just my 
particular family), was a determination to survive 
against whatever odds.
The theme of survival —  survival "of some human dignity
and...warmth" —  is as important as the theme of freedom
in Laurence's writings; she claims that "survival" is
"an almost inevitable theme for a writer such as I, who
came from a Scots-Irish background of stern values and
11
hard work and puritanism...."
Before proceeding with an explication of the particular 
brand of puritanism which so profoundly influenced Laurence's 
life and work, it might be helpful to take a brief glance 
at the writings which generally preceded her Manawaka 
fiction. With the exceptions of her recent collection 
of articles. Heart of a Stranger, and her children's 
novel, Jason's Quest (Toronto, 1970), all of Laurence's 
non-Manawaka books arose from her African experience.
In all, five books were the result of the several 
years Laurence spent in Africa: A Tree for Poverty:
lOMargaret Laurence, "A Place to Stand On," in 
Heart of a Stranger, p. 17.
llLaurence, "A Place," p. 17. In Survival: A
thematic Guide to Canadian Literature (Toronto, l9?2') , 
Margaret Atwood argues that this theme is central to all 
Canadian literature.
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Somali Poetry, and Prose (Nairobi, 1954), a collection and
translation';' This Side Jordan (Toronto, 19 60), a novel;
The Prophet's Camel Bell (Toronto, 1963), a travel journal;
The Tomorrow-Tamer and Other Stories (Toronto, 196 3), short
stories ; and Long Drums and Cannons ; Nigerian Dramatists
and Novelists 1952-1966 (London, 1968), a book of literary
criticism. These five books demonstrate that Laurence's
experience of Africa taught her the common importance of
religious mythology in diverse cultures. She learned
that "religious cults...all are a particular people's way
of viewing themselves in relation to their world, past
12
and present, and in relation to their god or gods."
Laurence claims that contemporary African writers "have
found it necessary...to come to terms with their ancestors
and their gods in order to be able to accept the past and
be at peace with the dead, without being stifled or
13
threatened by that past." She continues: "...my own
writing has followed the same pattern —  the attempt to
assimilate the past, partly in order to be freed from it,
partly in order to try to understand myself and perhaps
others of my generation, through seeing where we had come 
14
from," Because this process is common to every developing
" n  :----------------
Laurence, Long Drums and Cannons, p. 13.
13 " 
Laurence, "A Place, p. 14,
14
Laurence, "A Place," p. 14.
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tribe of people, themes and patterns tend to coincide 
in Laurence’s African and Canadian works. As Clara Thomas
puts it in her recent book-length study of Laurence,
15
"culturally, Canada is also an emergent nation."
When Laurence began to examine what she calls her
16
own "tribal society," and started to write the Manawaka 
novels, she found it necessary to come to terms with an 
inherited religious ideology which is almost five centuries 
old. There are five basic points in the Calvinist doctrine: 
firstly, man has become totally depraved by the fall and 
is totally unable to choose good over evil; before the 
foundation of the world, however, God elected certain 
individuals to be saved through regeneration, repentance 
and faith; Christ's redeeming work was intended to save 
the elect only and actually secured salvation for them; 
the Holy Spirit calls those few who are predestined to 
be saved by Christ by working faith in them; and finally, 
those who are justified and called to grace are also 
sanctified and are eternally saved —  "they are kept in 
faith by the power of Almighty God and thus persevere to
 -------------
The Manawaka World of Margaret Laurence (Toronto, 
1975), p.“T81?:
16
Graeme Gibson, "Margaret Laurence," in Eleven 
Canadian Novelists (Toronto, 19 73), p. 205.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
17
the end. " Simplified, this process of salvation under­
taken by the few has been called the formula of "election-
18
vocation-justification-sanctification-glorification. "
Those Calvinists who truly believed themselves to 
be of the elect could gain a proud sense of self-right­
eousness from the knowledge that the chosen few could never 
lose their privileged positions. But because it was 
impossible to know definitely whether or not one was of 
the elect, because the invisible church did not coincide 
with the visible one, most Calvinists were haunted by 
an emotional sense of sin, guilt, depravity, worthlessness, 
powerlessness, alienation and fear of the curse and wrath 
of God. Max Weber claims that in Calvinism's "extreme
inhumanity" the individual is doomed to "unprecedented
19
inner loneliness." Georgia Harkness argues that "Calvin's
system of doctrine is more Hebraic than Christian. It
20
rests more upon the Old Testament than the New." Erich 
Fromm takes this assessment even further: "Calvin's God,
in spite of all attempts to preserve the idea of God's
TT  ^ ^
David N. Steele and Curtis C. Thomas, The Five 
Points of Calvinism: Defined, Defended, Documented
rPïïiTadëTpïïiâ,“ i‘g'7r)’7 'ppT"Tïï'riT;-----------------------
18
William Haller, The Rise of Puritanism (New York, 
1938), p. 93.
19
The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, 
trans. Talcott Parsons (New Y o r k 195'8)',' p. 104.
20
John Calvin; The Man and His Ethics (New York, 
1931), pT'TTT'
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justice and love, has all the features of a tyrant without 
any quality of love or even justice. In blatant contra­
diction to the New Testament, Calvin denies the supreme
21
role of love,..."
Because of the predominance of a sense of sin in Cal­
vinist theology, and the crucial importance of gaining 
faith, the individual
saw the life of the spirit as pilgrimage and 
battle. The images of wayfaring and warfaring 
which fill the Old Testament had been exploited 
by that fighting itinerant, Paul, and by gen­
erations upon generations of subsequent evang­
elists.
As R.H. Tawney puts it, the life of the Puritan "is
23
that of a soldier in hostile territory." The spiritual
attitude which early Puritan preachers "endeavored to
inculcate was one of active struggle on the part of the
2 4
individual against his own weakness." One felt compelled
to work hard to produce "good works" as possible evidence
------51--------------  ■
Escape From Freedom (New York, 1941), p. 10 7.
With regard' to this' point, it is significant that in his 
study of themes and images in Canadian literature entitled 
Butterfly on Rock (Toronto, 1970), D.G. Jones argues 
that "the world of Canadian literature is an Old Test­
ament world" (p. 15) in which characters are cast out of 
Eden to wander in the wilderness and often to spend their 
whole lives reaching towards the hope of the New Testament. 
22
Haller, The Rise of Puritanism, o . 142.
2 3
Religion and the Rise of Capitalism: A Historical 
Study (New York, 1926) , p. 229.
2 4
Haller, The Rise of Puritanism, p. 150.
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of election, since "unwillingness to work" was "symptomatic
25
of the lack of grace,"
The emphasis on hard work, which resulted from a
religion based on predestination, in turn led to the
cultivation of such personal values as sobriety, frugality,
thrift, moderation, self-discipline and fortitude;
together these moral duties formed "an ideal of Christian 
26
conduct." Georgia Harkness points out how paradoxical
it is that the "God-given obligation to labor" could
scarcely fail to lead to the accumulation of money, since
Calvin originally urged labour "as a prophylactic against
27
the corrupting influences of riches...." Harkness
sees this as just one of the many paradoxes that the moral
effect of the Calvinist theology was to cause; "These
paradoxes root in a fundamental inconsistency -- the
attempt to deny, and at the same time to affirm, human 
28
freedom."
23
Weber, The Protestant Ethic, p. 159. Weber points 
out that "however""useÏess' "gooïï works might be as a means 
of attaining salvation...nevertheless, they are in­
dispensable as a sign of election"(p. 115). He explains 
that "good works" are "the technical means, not of 
purchasing salvation, but of getting rid of the fear 
of damnation..."(p. 115).
26
Tawney, Religion, p. 2 48,
27
John Calvin, p. 184.
28 “  "
John Calvin, p. 89.
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Taking a psychological approach in his analysis of 
Calvinism, Erich Fromm argues that the doctrine of pre­
destination, by inculcating feelings of powerlessness 
and insignificance in the individual, results in unbear­
able fears and anxieties which operate "against one's
own self" in the form of the self-abusive weapons of
29
"duty" and "conscience Fromm claims that the typical
Calvinist has a "sado-masochistic" or "authoritarian"
character: he attempts to "escape his unbearable feelings
of aloneness and powerlessness" either by submitting to
a person or force outside himself or by aggrandizing his
30
abased self by having control of another or others.
When Calvinism was transplanted from the Scottish
Highlands to the Canadian Prairies, it came, for the
most part, with the Presbyterian Church, which helped
form the United Church in 1925: "The United Church
affirms its respect for the Westminster Standards, and
while it cannot be said to speak today the language of
classical Calvinism, the Calvinist tradition remains strong 
31
within it ." Geography was undoubtedly a factor in 
the theological continuity between the Scottish High­
lands and western Canada. "The struggle with the soil
2 -g  -  -  —  —
Escape From Freedom, pp. 117-8.
30
Escape From Freedom, p. 173.
John T. McNeill, The History and Character of 
Calvinism (New York, 19 5if)"," ppl 3'80-1.
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10
and possibly the northern and somewhat severe climate of
Scotland,developed in them [the Scots Presbyterians]
a certain sternness of character which ever sought to
32
keep their emotions well leashed." The Canadian Prairies
provided a similar environment: "Infinitude, elemental
simplicity, order and severity are all attributes which
33
the land shares with the Deity." Clara Thomas contends
that the pioneers of western Canada, whose religions
"balanced far more towards fear than love" must have
found their God "remarkably analogous to the Old Testament
Jehovah, God of War and Wrath and Judgement": "Certainly,
everything men and women found in pioneer experience would
confirm an impression that their God required hard service
before rejoicing, as the land demanded battle and did
34
not repay love."
Herbert W. Schneider explains that once the Puritans
of New England had gained material comforts and security,
a fundamental transformation of their ideology took place:
The theory of the utter dependence of man on his 
sovereign God ceased to have any relevance to the 
facts of Puritan experience. Nevertheless it was 
not discarded. The preachers continued to preach
 -------------
Claris E. Silcox, Church Union in Canada; Its 
Causes^and Consequences (New York, 1933), ^  202.
. Laurence Ricou, Vertical Man/Horizontal World:
Man and Landscape in Canadian Nrairie Fiction (Vancouver,
19737, "p." 7.--------------------------------------
34
The Manawaka World, p. 183.
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it and the laymen continued to hear it; not 
because either of them believed it, but because 
they cherished it. Beliefs seldom become doubts; 
they become ritual. They become intrinsic parts 
of the social heritage, themes of public cele­
bration.^^
Possibly because material security was more difficult to 
attain in the harsh Canadian landscape and climate, this 
ultimate mythologization of a people’s religious ideology 
was slow to occur in Canada. Ronald Sutherland argues 
that English and French Canadians share " a common fund­
amental theology" distinct from American Puritanism in
that it has existed in its basic original form well into
36
the second half of the twentieth century. Sutherland 
claims that a
sense of indirection is an inevitable result of 
the [recent] disintegration of traditional values 
and is more or less a universal phenomenon; the 
legacy of the long-enduring Canadian Calvinist- 
Jansenist ethos...is that the current sense of 
indirection is more deeply felt, has a more dem­
oralizing- and frustrating effect in Canada than 
in many other nations.
Consequently, Sutherland contends, the modern tendency
"to reflect the lingering effects of the Puritan ethos
as a kind of psychophilosophical hangover...if it is not
a peculiarly Canadian phenomenon, certainly has a peculiarly
38
Canadian flavor."
 75-------------
The Puritan Mind (New York, 19 30), p. 9 8,
36
"The Calvinist-Jansenist Pantomime: An Essay in
Comparative Canadian Literature," Journal of Canadian 
Studies, 5 (May, 1970), 11-13.
 77
"The Calvinist-Jansenist Pantomime," 20-21.
38
"The Calvinist-Jansenist Pantomime^" 13.
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In fact, English Canadian fiction is replete with
professed atheists who suffer direly from the obscure
psychological remnants, the conditioned emotional reflexes,
39
of their Calvinist heritage. This situation is the point 
of departure for Laurence's five Manawaka protagonists 
in their quests for self-knowledge. All the parents of 
these five women attend either the Presbyterian or the 
United Church, and belong to it culturally and emotionally, 
but not spiritually: they all display the essential
features of the Calvinist character even though their 
moral values have become social in inspiration and 
direction rather than religious. However, whether it 
be secular or theological, the Calvinist ideology 
maintains a tenacious grip. Laurence herself is well 
aware that she is largely a product of her ancestral 
past :
I'm sure this point of view is to some extent 
inherited, this Presbyterian attitude toward life.... 
I've got this terrible tendency toward what I call 
the Black Celt in myself, which is certainly a 
feeling that things could hardly be worse in the 40
world, and that we are on the brink of a precipice.
She acknowledges that her upbringing has taught her to
41
"feel guilty at the drop of a hat." Coming from a
39
For an interesting study of this phenomenon see 
Ted M. Wing, "Puritan Ethic and Social Response in the 
Novels of Sinclair Ross, Robertson Davies and Hugh 
MacLennan," Master's thesis (University of Alberta, 1969).
40
Cameron, "The Black Celt " p. 100.
41
William French, "Margaret Laurence: Her Books Rear
Up and Demand to be Written," Globe Magazine (April 25, 19 70), 6.
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people "who reproach themselves for the slightest thing, 
and for whom virtue arises from work," Laurence admits 
that she forces herself to use the word "work" only with 
regard to her writing, to compensate for the fact that
42
she enjoys it —  "and that's something very Calvinistic."
She admits to feeling "enormous guilt" about taking the
43
time for writing away from her family, and also claims
that all the characters she has written about in her
Canadian fiction are Puritans like herself in that they
44
are very hard on themselves.
Laurence has mixed feelings about her heritage.
While she is well aware that Calvinism entails "a mixture 
of guilt and conscience and sense of duty that is the
45
antithesis of the uninhibited celebration of life's joys,"
45
she argues that it is a "two-sided coin." After writing 
A Bird in the House she came to admire her own authoritarian 
grandfather's "strength and pride" despite his "inability
42
Cameron, "The Black Celt " pp. 100-1.
43
Margaret Atwood, "Face to Face," Maclean's (May, 
1974), 44.
44
Cameron, "The Black Celt," p. 100.
45
French, "Her Books Rear Up," 6.
46
Thomas, transcriber,."Margaret Laurence and Irving 
Layton," 6 7.
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47
to show affection." Having absorbed her "religion
more in the moral terms than theological," she still
claims to "value the myths and rituals of religion" as
48
being "necessary and reassuring to the human spirit."
As Clara Thomas notes, the Bible's influence pervades
all of Laurence's fiction.
Sometimes she builds her own symbolic meanings 
from its stories —  Hagar and Ishmael, or Rachel 
mourning for her children. Often she uses its 
language in phrases or whole verses. Especially, 
and over all her writing, there is the sense of 
awe and mystery so strong as one reads the Old 
Testament —  of large events moving strangely beyond 
man's comprehending, and of man moving, somehow, 
onward through them despite his small understanding 
of their purpose or meaning. There is also in 
all of her writing, though particularly marked 
in The Diviners, a New Testament sense of the 
mysterious, but inexhaustible presence of God's 
grace.49
Sandra Djwa points out that Laurence writes "using
Biblical allusion to provide a mythic framework for an
. 50
essentially psychological study of character." In other 
words, she "invokes Biblical myth as archetypes of' 
psychological man.... It is not, of course, allegory.
 in--------------
Thomas, transcriber, "Margaret Laurence and Irving 
Layton ,"6 7.
48
Donnalu Wigmore, "Margaret Laurence: The Woman
Behind the Writing," Chatelaine (February, 19 71), 54.
49 '•
The Manawaka World, pp. 2 0-21.
5 0-------------------
"False Gods and the True Covenant: Thematic
Continuity Between Margaret Laurence and Sinclair Ross," 
Journal of Canadian Fiction, 1 (Fall, 1972), 44.
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because Laurence in no sense sets up rigid levels of
51
interpretation." Instead, Djwa claims, Laurence seems 
to be suggesting that the religious experience can be
a "numinous one, stabilizing old neuroses and so accomplish-
52
ing a kind of psychological salvation."
Laurence is a novelist whose primary concern is with 
character, and her emphasis is heavily psychological.
Her Manawaka novels deal chronologically with a total 
of five generations (including important secondary 
characters) of Scots Presbyterians, and can be seen as a 
social history of a cultural and religious ideology spann­
ing an entire century and written from a psychological 
perspective with the profound truth of fiction. It is by 
writing the Manawaka series as historical-fiction that 
Laurence has managed to achieve her goal as an artist,
which is to speak for her tribe of people, explaining
53
where they have come from, and where they are.
How, jthen, does Laurence depict the transformation 
of her ancestors’ religion in her Manawaka fiction? In 
the first novel. The Stone Angel, Laurence creates a 
character from her grandparents’ generation. Hagar is an 
archetypal "secular" Calvinist, a professed atheist who 
embodies the emotional essence of a seemingly-dead
TT
Djwa, "False Gods," 49.
52
Djwa, "False Gods," 46.
53
Laurence, "A Place," p. 14.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
16
religion. The proud, self-reliant, self-righteous Hagar 
prefers no God at all to a wrathful, vengeful God like 
her authoritarian self. But in the final weeks of her 
life, by wayfaring and warfaring, through the Puritan methods 
of pilgrimage and battle, she comes to discover her own 
nature and eventually acknowledges the theoretical pos­
sibility of redemption and grace, of a New Testament God 
of Love. By recalling her past, by attempting to comprehend 
it, and by gaining a perspective on it, Hagar discovers 
that the religion of her ancestors has been her own, her 
true heritage.
Laurence’s second Canadian novel advances two gen­
erations in time. In A Jest of God, Rachel struggles with 
anachronistic feelings, believing that women such as her­
self don’t really exist any longer. Her Calvinistic hang­
ups seem irrelevant and outdated, and yet she clings to 
them, knowing no other way. Alien&ted from a non-existent 
Presbyterian God, she breaks dramatically out of her 
repressed state (as so many Puritans eventually find it 
necessary to do). By taking her life into her own hands, 
she moves from the determinism of predestination to a more 
modern belief in her own free will. In finally calling 
upon God to pity himself, she exorcises her fear of the 
old God, and re-defines him as the humanly unpredictable 
force of fate.
For Stacey of The Fire-Dwellers God is a cultural 
echo from the past, a chastising voice of conscience and
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duty. Unlike Hagar’s wrathful, supernatural God and 
Rachel’s human-like external force, Stacey’s God is 
simply a companion within her psyche who is both morally 
passe and spiritually impotent.
By the time A Bird in the House was published, almost 
•a decade had passed since The Stone Angel was being written, 
But Laurence had not yet arrived at a meaningful religious 
solution for the sense of indirection and disintegration 
being suffered by her own particular generation of Scots 
Presbyterians. As members of Vanessa’s family become 
victims of death, the depression and the war, the young 
girl concludes that God has entirely withdrawn Himself 
from man. Vanessa’s many Calvinistic character traits 
are not employed as Hagar’s had been —  as a buttress 
against God’s wrath. Instead they are used as her 
defense from the psychological collapse that can result 
from the contemplation of a totally empty universe.
Finally, in The Diviners, a meaningful Deity re- 
emerges. While Hagar’s epiphany had been a sudden real­
ization that her ancestors’ religion was her own true 
heritage, fourteen years later in Laurence’s time, and two 
generations later in fictional-historical time,Morag 
Gunn takes on her entire ancestral heritage as her own 
personalized religion —  the theme comes full circle.
The new gods are the ancestors, and the old God has become 
a reassuring mythic symbol of man’s spiritual perpetuity.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
CHAPTER II
THE STONE ANGEL: THE HERITAGE OF A RELIGION
Hagar in The Stone Angel was not drawn from 
life, but she incorporates many of the qualities 
of my grandparents’ generation. Her speech is their 
speech, and her gods their gods. I think I never 
recognized until I wrote that novel just how mixed 
my own feelings were towards that whole generation 
of pioneers —  how difficult they were to live 
with, how authoritarian, how unbending, how afraid 
to show love, many of them, and how willing to 
show anger. And yet, they had inhabited a wild­
erness and made it fruitful. They were, in the 
end, great survivors, and for that I love and 
value them.l
Hagar’s son Marvin shares Margaret Laurence’s ambiguous
feelings about his mother. His final assessment of this
proud, indomitable matriarch is that she is "a holy 
2
terror" —  an apt description not just of her, but of the/ 
God she rejects. To the end, Hagar remains obdurate, 
cantankerous, irascible, fearfully strong, and ferociously 
raging "against the dying of the light"(epigraph of the 
novel). In the final weeks of her life, Hagar embarks 
upon a personal religious quest for salvation. Her 
tragedy is that her guilt-ridden Calvinist character 
prevents her from totally accepting the good news that 
God is not Fear, but Love. Unable to forgive herself,
1
Laurence, "A Place," p. 16.
2
Margaret Laurence, The Stone Angel (Toronto, 1964), 
p. 30 4. All subsequent quotations in this chapter will 
be from this edition and will be followed by page 
references in parentheses.
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she is never quite able to forgive Him, or to accept her
fate in life.
As a young girl, Hagar is formed in the image of
her father. Jason Currie is a Scottish pioneer, and
his initials are ironic in that he is hardly a loving,
gentle man, but they are highly applicable in the sense
that he places himself as close to God as is humanly
possible. Like Timothy Connor in A Bird in the House,
Jason is an archetypal secular Puritan who lives according
to a series of maxims: "you’ll never get anywhere in
this world unless you work harder than others"(p. 13);
"you’ve got to have stick-to-itiveness if you want to
get ahead"(p. 13); and,"the devil finds work for idle
hands"(p. 8). Hagar explains that her father
put his faith in homilies. They were his Pater 
Noster, his Apostles’ Creed. He counted them off 
like beads on a rosary, or coins in the till. God 
helps those who help themselves. Many hands make ' 
Tight work(p. 8T . ■
Completely dedicated to the work ethic, Jason does not
believe "in wasting a word or a minute"(p. 7), Despite
what Auntie Doll says about him being a God-fearing man,
Hagar cannot conceive of him as such:
I couldn’t imagine Father fearing anyone, God 
included, especially when he didn't even owe his 
existence to the Almighty. God might have created 
heaven and earth and the majority of people, but 
Father was a self-made man, as he himself had told 
us often enoughCpp. 16-17).
Jason’s values are the product of Calvinism, but 
they have become socially, rather than religiously.
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directed; he values thrift, sobriety, fortitude, inde­
pendence, moderation, and hard work because they are 
means by which he can demonstrate that he is one of the 
elect, not in the religious sense of predestination, 
but in the sense of being socially and materially superior 
in the town of Manawaka. He does, however, acknowledge, 
if rather hypocritically, the original source of his 
value system: "He never missed a Sunday service...
nor a grace at meals" (p. 17),
Hagar, who loves the Currie war cry "Gainsay Who 
Dare I"(p. 15), is the only child of this proud and 
pretentious man who has enough of his own "backbone"(p. 10) 
to challenge her father’s "mighty mustache and his ire"(p. 7). 
As much as Hagar consciously rejects her authoritarian 
father and his ways, she unconsciously grows more and 
more like him and the stone angel he "bought .in pride" 
to mark his wife’s "bones and proclaim his dynasty, as 
he fancied forever and a day"(p. 3). This daughter 
of one of the "fledgling pharoahs in an uncouth land"
(p. 3) is destined to become a stone monument to a 
Calvinist past —  unable to see, to. hear, or to feel, but 
angelically god-like in strength and independence. As 
Barry Callaghan puts it, Hagar is both "as hard and un­
yielding as stone and as awe-inspiring and majestic as
3
an angel’s presence."
3
"The Writings of Margaret Laurence," Tamarack 
Review, No. 36 (Summer, 1965), 50.
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At an early age, Hagar develops the puritan virtue 
of being "neat and orderly" (p. 5). Like her father, 
she values fortitude and is unbending: she is more upset
by the fact that she does not have Lottie Drieser’s 
gumption to kill dying chicks than she is by her inability 
to "bend enough"(p. 25) to impersonate her frail mother 
and console her dying brother. By the time Hagar is 
a young woman, her stubborn pride and "awful strength"(p. 59) 
have emerged as her most predominant character traits. 
Ironically, she demonstrates that she is truly her 
father's daughter when she rejects him: "How I feared
his hands, and him, but I'd as lief have died as let 
him know"Cp. 44). Defying her father’s defiance, as 
he had his God's, Hagar takes on the challenge of Bram 
Shipley's daring, only to discover later that the two 
of them had married for the qualities they couldn't 
bear,"he for my manners and speech, I for his flouting 
of them"(pp. 79-80).
Hagar's marriage to Bram becomes a constant battle 
to sustain pride. She is totally ignorant of sex until 
her wedding night, but achieves orgasm soon afterwards, 
never informing Bram of either fact: "I prided myself
upon keeping my pride intact, like some maidenhead"(p. 81). 
Having lost her privileged position as one of the social 
elect, Hagar desperately hopes that her slothful husband 
will be successful"so that people in Manawaka...would 
at least be forced to respect him"(p. 84), She is
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mortified by his crude behaviour while attending a long 
church service, the sermon of which is "directed at 
proving scripturally the ephemeral nature of earthly 
joys and the abiding nature of the heavenly variety, 
to be guaranteed by toil, prudence, fortitude and 
temperance"(p. 89). After this embarrassing occasion, 
Hagar ceases to attend church: "I preferred possible
damnation in some comfortably distant future, to any 
ordeal then of peeking or pitying eyes"(p. 90).
Unable to transform Bram, Hagar heads west where 
she attempts to re-establish the Currie tradition. She 
boasts to Mr. Oatley about her father’s upstanding moral, 
social and economic position in Manawaka, claiming that 
her husband is dead. She spends her "first few months’ 
Salary entirely on clothes"(p. 156) and makes futile 
attempts to mold her son John into another Jason Currie. 
But she only defeats herself. Once unhappy with Bram, 
she is now unhappy without him: "His banner over me
was love....His banner over me was only his own skin, 
and now I no longer know why it should have shamed me"
(pp. 80-81). Like her puritanical father before her,
Hagar is incapable of expressing love, not simply 
because she is unable to link sex with love, but primarily 
because her authoritarian character compels her to 
mitigate her Calvinistic feelings of powerlessness and 
insignificance by sadistically manipulating those around 
her.
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Ironically, when Hagar returns to Manawaka because 
Bram is dying, she discovers that the Shipley farm is 
"in good company at last"(p. 168), The drought and 
depression have levelled ally "However much or little 
they'd worked, the upright men and the slouches, it 
amounted to the same thing now"(p. 168). The distinction 
that had spelled ruin for Hagar's marriage is no longer 
visible. In unconscious recognition of this fact,
Hagar has the Shipley name engraved on the back of the 
Currie tombstone. As John tells her, Bram and the 
Curries were "only different sides of the same coin"(p. 184) 
While Jason's response to the puritan dilemma had been 
a proud and defiant adherence to the work ethic, Bram's 
had been an equally proud and defiant insistence on 
the right to be a slothful individualist.
Despite this visible testament to the failure of 
her value system, Hagar proceeds to sacrifice her son to 
the old god of financial security. Arlene Drieser's' 
relationship with John is what Hagar's relationship with 
Bram could have been if she had only been able to 
relinquish her pride and let herself love. Unable to 
bear this knowledge, Hagar sabotages the couple's 
happiness, and her actions indirectly result in the 
deaths of both lovers. When John dies in a dare, Hagar 
refuses condolence: "I straightened my spine, and that
was the hardest thing I've ever had to do in my entire 
life, to stand straight then. I wouldn't cry in front
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of strangers, whatever it cost me"(p. 242). The price 
is her soul. Alone that night, she is denied the redempt­
ive release of tears: "The night my son died I was
transformed to stone and never wept at all"(p. 243).
Wayfaring and warfaring, Hagar continues to rant 
and rave her way into old age. With her spiritual pride 
still intact, she detests being helped by others: "...I've
always done things for myself"(p. 2 76). Like her pioneer 
father, she believes that "if a person doesn't look after 
herself in this world, no one else is likely to"(p. 187).
She proves herself to be partly right, because her hard 
exterior often prevents otherwise-helpful people from 
sympathizing with her —  a situation she desires since 
sympathy "undermines" her "nerve"(p. 258). But despite 
her independence, Hagar is terribly discontent with herself, 
and has a vague awareness that life is not always a 
battle for others. She is so terrified of introspection 
that she can find traces of her identity only in the 
furnishings of her house: "If I am not somehow contained
in them and in this house, something of all change caught 
and fixed here, eternal enough for my purposes, then I 
do not know where I am to be found at all"(p. 36).
When she is threatened by the impending loss of her 
house, Hagar embarks upon a personal quest for inner 
meaning.
Hagar's religious position is one of contempt for a 
Calvinist God whom she both fears and pridefully disdains.
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He is the power wKich deals out losing hands loaded with
jokers, a callous God who, like Jason Currie, has no
genuine concern for the fate of anyone but Himself. Having
provided people with "eyes but almost never sight"(p. 173),
He plays cruel jokes on them by permitting them to discover
truths too late. Rather than being Mr. Troy’s "feather
bed or spring-filled mattress"(p. 53), He is a dangerous
force to be contended with, to pit one’s wits against.
And He may be conceived of in any number of horrid forms:
I see Him clad in immaculate radiance... focussing 
His cosmic and comic eye on this and that, 
as the fancy takes Him. Or no— He’s many­
headed, and all the heads argue at once, a squab­
bling committeeCp. 93).
Hagar, who describes herself as "Job in reverse"
(p. 40), informs Mr.Troy that she sees nothing "merciful" 
about God and that she "never had much use for prayer"
(p. 119). Hagar’s spiritual blindness causes her to 
conceive of hell as being "not the darkness of night" 
to which eyes can become accustomed, but the "total 
absence of light"(p. 110). She muses:
Even if heaven were real, and measured as Revel­
ation says, so many cubits this way and that, 
how gimcrack a place it would be, crammed with 
its pavements of gold, its gates of pearl and topaz, 
like a giant chunk of costume jewelry. Saint 
John of Patmos can keep his sequined heaven, or 
share it with Mr. Troy, for all I care, and spend 
eternity in fingering the gems and telling each 
other gleefully they’re worth a fortune(p. 120).
As her thoughts concerning heaven clearly indicate,
Hagar has become cynical about her old gods and is
ready to search for the god within. Her trip to the
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sea, the source of all life, is much more than an escape
from impending imprisonment in a nursing home. It is
a religious pilgrimage; "Perhaps I ’ve come here not to
hide but to seek. If I sit quietly, willing my heart
to cross over, will it obey?"(p. 192). When Hagar first
arrives at the fish-cannery she attempts to pray:
But it works no better than it ever did. I 
can’t change what’s happened to me in my 
life or make what’s not occurred take place.
But I can’t say I like it, or accept it, or be­
lieve it’s for the best. I don’t and never shall, 
not even if I ’m damned for it(p. 160).
Sitting where she is most comfortable "among the
boxes and the nets"(p. 216), Hagar admits, with unwitting
irony, that she dannot define her quest: "What I ’m doing
here I couldn’t say, not if my life depended on it"(p. 218).
She feels that nothing "can be weighed here and found
wanting"(p. 154) and this assures her that "the place
is right"(p. 192). Hagar is given the opportunity to
act when a sea gull enters her sanctuary. Unwittingly,
she turns it into a sacrificial scapegoat. Just when
it seems that she will be taken by the hounds of hell,
Murray F. Lees miraculously appears, having been saved
from the dogs by Hagar’s wounded gull. The unlikely
Lees is a Christ figure from the dregs of society,
pictured, as Christ is in A Jest of God, as a life
insurance salesman, a man who sells "peace of mind"
(p. 224).
Hagar’s first words to Murray are in keeping with 
her character: "I hope you'll excuse my appearance"(p. 220).
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But her Calvinistic concerns recede as she drinks the wine
Murray offers her, listens to his tale of woe,and savours
the safety of having a companion as protection from the
threat of the life-and-death-infested sea, Murray’s
story has highly coincidental relevence for Hagar. Having
Seen his wife's happiness destroyed by the belief that
God was punishing her, Murray lost his faith as a
Redeemer's Advocate. While praying to have the date of
Judgement Day revealed he gained a new kind of awareness:
I thought two things then. One was that if God 
had any sense of humor, He'd be laughing His head 
off that very minute. The other was that when 
the hour did strike, it would likely come as more 
of a surprise to him than to us(pp. 232-3).
l-fhen Murray arrived home that night, he discovered that
the hour had come while he was gone: his house had
burned down with his son in it, possibly because of his
own careless smoking.
Murray’s tragic story informs Hagar of several
things she has never known: the close relationship
between sex and love, the dangers of being over-burdened
by guilt and a sense of divine retribution, and the
possibility of a not-so-distant God. Most importantly,
in trying to assess blame accurately for the death of his
son, Murray makes Hagar realize that "the causal chain
stretches so far into the past, and any action can bring
such unforeseen results, that it is impossible to isolate
4
one guilty party or one determining factor." This
J.M. Kertzer, "The Stone Angel: Time and Respons­
ibility," Dalhousie Review, 6 4 (Autumn, 19 74), 50 3.
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realization mitigates Hagar's Calvinist-based guilt
complex, and makes it possible for her to confess what
she never could —  her complicity in her own son's
death. To her amazement, she finds that confession brings
neither punishment nor ridicule from God:
We sit quietly in this place, empty except for 
ourselves, and listen for the terrible laughter 
of God, but can hear only the vapid chuckling of 
the seaCp. 234).
The ritual of communion is completed when Murray 
asks for Hagar's soda biscuits, and she tells him that 
"no one’s to blame"(p. 2 34). But Hagar still refuses 
to accept John's death: "It angers me, and will until
I die. Not at anyone, just that it happened that 
way"(p. 245). Her body defiantly rejects the wine she 
has eagerly consumed. When M u r r a y —  allowing the sleepy 
Hagar to believe he is John —  grants her forgiveness, 
her deep-seated guilt is temporarily overshadowed by 
feelings of mercy: "I could even beg God’s pardon this
moment, for thinking ill of Him some time or other"(p. 248) 
Hagar is vaguely aware that Murray has saved her life, 
in a different way than Doris means when she says as 
much, and the old woman acknowledges that the encounter 
"was a kind of mercy"Cp. 253). Later, in hospital,
Hagar shows herself to be both unchanged and changed.
She interprets the nurse's apology as being "on behalf 
of God, who never apologizes"(p. 286), but when Mr. Troy 
brings himself to sing "Old One Hundred," the rejoiceful
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sound of the hymn brings on Hagar's spiritual epiphany:
This knowing comes upon me so forcefully, so 
shatteringly, and with such a bitterness as I 
have never felt before. I must always, always, 
have wanted that -- simply to rejoice. How is 
it I never could? I know, I k n o w . ... Every good 
joy I might have held, in my man or any child 
of mine or even the plain light of morning, of 
walking the earth, all were forced to a stand­
still by some brake of proper appearances —  
oh, proper to whom? When did I ever speak the 
heart's truth?
Pride was my wilderness, and the demon that 
led me there was fear. I was alone, never 
anything else, and never free, for I carried 
my chains within me, and they spread out from 
me and shackled all I touched. Oh, my two, 
my dead. Dead by your own hands or by mine?
Nothing can take away those yearsCp. 292).
In the final scenes of the novel, Hagar makes some
valiant attempts to change the ways of a lifetime and
to regenerate and redeem herself. She retracts her
cruel words to Doris and regrets the "incommunicable
years"(p. 297) when her grandson visits her. She
sympathizes with and acts to alleviate the pain and
humiliation of her young roommate Sandra, When Marvin
arrives, she even confesses her fear, feeling both
shame and relief. Perceiving that Marvin is Jacob seeking
her blessing, she is able to bestow it upon him, realizing
that the "dead don't bear a grudge nor seek a blessing"
(p. 304). Hagar's gestures of kindness towards Sandra
and Marvin are the only two acts she can recall when
trying to think of something truly free she has done:
One was a joke —  yet a joke only as all victories 
are, the paraphernalia being unequal to the 
event's reach. The other was a lie —  yet not 
a lie, for it was spoken at least and at last 
with what may perhaps be a kind of loveCp. 307).
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Even though Hagar gains humanity, her stubborn pride 
remains intact until the very end:
Ought I to appeal? It's the done thing. Our 
Father —  no. I want no part of that. All I can
think is   Bless me or not, Lord, -^ust as You
please, for T'll not"'beg(pI Jo7)‘.
Now fully aware of the ludicrousness of her independence,
Hagar nonetheless refuses to be fed the cup of grace in
orthodox fashion, and wrests the final glass of.water
from the nurse's hands:
I only defeat myself by not accepting her. I 
know this.... But I can't help it —  it's my 
nature. I'll drink from this glass, or spill it, 
just as I choose. I'll not countenance anyone 
else's holding it for me. And yet —  if she 
were in my place, I'd think her daft, and push 
her hands away, certain I could hold it for her 
betterCp. 30 8).
While the general movement of Hagar's religious 
journey is from the Old Testament to the New, she dies 
this side of total salvation. She does learn to forgive 
others and to accept their forgiveness, but she is unable 
to completely forgive herself, and therefore cannot 
internalize the idea that God is the embodiment of merci­
ful love. Clara Thomas notes that the
spirit of the religion that Hagar has known since 
a child only in the emptiness of its forms takes 
her from a terrible sense of sin and guilt through 
repentance and confession, towards freedom, 
and on to the simnle but signal acts of restitution 
that finally constitute her brief and limited 
temporal freedom. She still considers herself 
"unregenerate," in the guilt-haunted terminology 
of her Calvinist heritage.5
"5-----------------------
The Manawaka World, p. 73.
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The religion of Hagar's heritage remains close enough 
to its original nature in her generation to prevent total 
regeneration. The doctrine of predestination in Calvin's 
theology dictates that salvation cannot be obtained by 
repentance on the part of man unless he is already 
chosen. Hagar's emotional make-up testifies to the 
relevance of this seemingly-dead doctrine. As Laurence 
herselEhas stated, the only kind of "grace" that Hagar 
is given in the knowledge that "her terrible tragedy 
has been the inability to give or to receive affection
and love and the inability to allow herself to experience
6
joy." In other words, she recognizes, without actually 
using the term, that all her life she has been caught in 
the Calvinist dilemma —  that her fear, her pride, 
her guilt, her unbendingness, and her authoritarian 
character have resulted from feelings of powerlessness, 
worthlessness, insignificance and alienation which are 
the emotional residue of the likelihood, in Calvin's 
theology, of damnation.
It is partially by crossing the boundaries of her 
religious heritage that Hagar is able to gain a persp­
ective on her own life and discover that "things never 
look the same from the outside as they do from the inside" 
(p. 249). The limited freedom which she achieves briefly 
toward the end of the novel can be largely attributed 
to her experience of certain facets of other forms of
6
Thomas, transcriber, "Margaret Laurence and Irving 
Layton,"68.
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Christianity —  the confessional session in the cannery 
is more Catholic than Presbyterian in nature and the 
emotional honesty and openness which Hagar learns from 
Murray Lees is characteristic of his particular evang­
elical background. By briefly stepping outside of her 
own religious heritage, Hagar is able to see how much 
she has been a product of it.
In The Stone Angel, Margaret Laurence implies a 
great deal about the process of secularization of the 
Calvinist ideology. The human emotion which Calvinism 
exploits is fear, and for this reason, Calvinism thrives 
where life is extremely harsh. The pioneers of the 
Canadian west, such as Jason Currie, depended on such 
Calvinist values as toil, fortitude and independence to 
insure their survival, and any symbols of escape from 
their bleak existence became highly revered -- hence 
the heavy emphasis on speech, manners, education and 
materialism. The struggling pioneer lived in constant 
fear for his survival. But one of the many paradoxes 
of Calvinism is that while fear is its source, it is 
also the religion’s undoing. As Hagar explains, fear 
is the demon that leads to the wilderness of pride.
Pride is developed in self-defence as a response to a 
hostile physical and/or theological environment that 
will extinguish the weak. The pride that this malevolent 
environment forces man to develop is, according to 
Calvin, the greatest of sins —  hubris. The prideful
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man usurps God's place. For many pioneers, this process
was a necessary and inevitable result of the struggle
for physical and spiritual survival. Once God's place
has been usurped, the secularization of the religious
ideology has taken place, and the cultural and moral
values that once arose in response to the religion
become ends in themselves and are socially directed.
But despite this process, the secular Calvinist, such
as Jason Currie, continues to bear the guilt of having
committed the worst of all possible sins, and this guilt
can only be partially expiated by continuous toil,
suffering and wars against personal weaknesses. As
Clara Thomas puts it :
Jason Currie and his like were proud, strong, 
"God-fearing" men who performed feats of end­
urance in the service of their goals of personal 
success and social progress. Their pride sustained 
them, but it was a two-edged sword. Its cost 
was reckoned in terms of losses they did not see, 
failures in humanity whose effects were built into 
the generations after' them.
Jason's daughter is not a pioneer, and the qualities 
which had spelled success for her father paradoxically 
spell failure for her —  the strength she inherits is 
her weakness, the independence, her bondage. Hagar is 
born into a world in which the material necessities 
and even the comforts of life have been secured. But 
she is equipped with all her father's weapons for the 
battle for survival in a hostile environment, and in order
• tj»" .
The Manawaka World, p. 76.
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to utilize those weapons she is forced to create a 
spiritual wilderness in which to battle. Consequently, 
she wars with her father by marrying Bram only to war 
with her husband because he is not like her father, and 
she unfairly abuses both her sons. Hagar eventually 
learns the error of her ways, but, secular Calvinist that 
she is, she is unable to believe in such an alien creat­
ure as a God of Love, It is almost impossible to be the 
meek and humble servant of a merciful God when the harsh 
circumstances of one’s life, whether externally imposed 
or self-created, have demanded that one be one's own 
proud and wrathful god. As continued prosperity and the 
passage of time weaken the forces which have molded 
Hagar, her descendants are able to gain the humane 
religious outlook which she reaches towards but finds elus­
ive. Hagar prophesies the death of her kind when she 
acknowledges that someday the stone angel will "topple 
entirely and no one will bother to set her upright again" 
(p. 305). Laurence, however, who both resents Hagar's 
"authoritarian outlook" and loves her "for her battling," 
has immortalized this marble monument to Canadian 
Puritanism in prose —  lest we forget.
Margaret Laurence, "Ten Years' Sentences," in 
Writers of the Prairies , ed. Donald G. Stephens (Van- 
couver,' ï9'73T,~p. DTBl
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CHAPTER III
A JEST OF GOD: EYE TO EYE WITH A HUMANIZED GOD
Rachel Cameron is two generations younger than
Hagar Shipley, and the spiritual resolution of A Jest
of God is distinctly modern in comparison with that of
The Stone Angel. Clara Thomas asserts that "the
resolution of Hagar's story comes in Christian terms;
but the resolution of Rachel's comes existentially,
1
out of her life's own present confusion." While
Hagar still lives within the religious context of the
pioneer ancestors, Rachel is forced to largely re-define
the old gods. Her struggle is no less a "religious
quest" simply because "she does not know the direction
in which to send" her cry for faith and "does not dare
2
to dream or dare to hope that her cry will be heard." 
Unlike Hagar, who selfrprotectively denies the God she 
fears, but like Murray F. Lees, Rachel discovers that 
God is not to be feared as an all-powerful, untrust­
worthy, supernatural force, but is to be, if anything, 
pitied for having the weaknesses of man, the most 
deadly of which can be spiritual pride, the quality 
which precludes wisdom. In A Jest of God Laurence
1    -^-----
Margaret Laurence (Toronto ,1969), pp. 50-51. 
2 "  ^ ^
Thomas, The Manawaka World, p. 88.
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demonstrates that when Calvinism as a religious ideology
is placed in the context of the twentieth century, its
focus moves from the cosmic realm to the human.
Culturally speaking, Calvinism remains very much
unchanged for the protagonist of A Jest of God. As
Laurence herself has said, Rachel "tries to break the
handcuffs of her own past, but she is self-perceptive
enough to recognize that for her no freedom from the
3
shackledom of the ancestors can be total." Rachel
begins her novel as a tense, restrained, insecure and
self-conscious woman who puritanically believes that
people "should keep themselves to themselves —  that’s
4
the only decent way." Like Hagar, she is obsessed
with proper appearances and considers it "much worse" to
be "laughable" than "unbalanced"(p. 19). Rachel "can't
bear watching people make fools of themselves. I
don't know why, but it threatens me. It swamps me, and
I can't look..."(p. 2 7). Unaware of the true nature
of this fear, Rachel has been deceiving herself into
believing that she has escaped her heritage:
Half the town is Scots descent and the other half 
is Ukranian. Oil, as they say, and water. Both 
came for the same reasons, because they had 
nothing where they were before. That was a 
long way away and a long time ago. The Ukranians
--__g-------
Laurence, "Ten Years' Sentences," p. 147.
4
Margaret Laurence, A Jest of God (Toronto, 1966), 
p. 35. All subsequent quotatxons'"in' 'this chapter will 
be from this edition and will be followed by page 
references in parentheses.
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knew how to be the better grain farmers, but the 
Scots knew how to be almightier than anyone 
but God. She [Mother) was brought up that 
way, and my father too, but by the time it reached 
me, the backbone had been splintered consider- 
ablyCp, 65).
While Rachel is not boisterously or aggressively proud
in Hagar’s way, she is fooling herself by not realizing
that her fear of becoming eccentric or foolish is
related to her puritan pride. Laurence explains Rachel's
predicament in the following way:
Rachel's hang-up in a sense was very similar 
to Hagar's although it was very, very concealed.
Because anyone who is desperately afraid of having 
human weaknesses, although they feel very 
unself-confident, as Rachel did, is in fact 
suffering from spiritual pride.^
Paradoxical as it may seem, Rachel's apparent humility
is the product of feelings of guilt and shame about her
fear of exposure, her perverse pride. She reveals her
paradoxical predicament in the following passage:
If only Calla wouldn't insist on talking about
the Tabernacle in Mother's hearing. Mother
thinks the whole thing is weird in the extreme,
and as for anyone speaking in a clarion voice
about their beliefs —  it seems indecent to
her, almost in the same class as what she calls
foul language. Then I get embarrassed for Calla,
and ashamed of being embarrassed, and would give
anything to shut her up or else to stop minding(p. 26).
Having moved only slightly away from the attitudes of
her Scottish forebears, Rachel simultaneously admires
and is appalled by the emotional openness, honesty
and hopefulness of people like Calla. The dichotomy
between inhibited restraint and uninhibited openness
Gibson, "Margaret Laurence," p. 202.
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is epitomized by the images of Christ in Manawaka's
United Chürch and the town’s Tabernacle of the Risen
and Reborn, respectively. In the United Church, where
the minister never speaks of God with anguish or joy,
a stained-glass window shows a pretty and 
clean-cut Jesus expiring gently and with ab­
solutely no inconvenience, no gore, no pain, 
just this nice and slightly effeminate insurance 
salesman who, somewhat incongruously, happens 
to be clad in a toga, holding his arms lang­
uidly up to something which might in other 
circumstances have been a cross(p. 41).
In Calla's Tabernacle, "tWo large pictures are hanging,
both Jesus, bearded and bleeding, his heart exposed
and bristling with thorns like a scarlet pincushion"
(p. 30). While Rachel claims to be equally critical of
the two conceptions of Christ, there is no question that
she prefers the atmosphere of the United Church. When
she forces herself to attend a service at the Tabernacle,
she becomes so paranoid about the "sinister foolery"
(p. 35) there that she creates the situation she dreads
most —  "I can't bear scenes. They make me ill"(p. 46).
Her proud fear of becoming a fool ironically results in
her self-exposure: "Do you know what I detest more
than anything else? Hysteria. It's so —  slack. I've
never done anything like that before. I'm so ashamed"(p. 38).
Instead of realizing that she has been holding
herself in too tightly, Rachel interprets the Tabernacle
incident as an indication that she is not being hard
enough on herself, and she continues, in true Presbyterian
fashion, to conjure up all kinds of other imagined
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embarrassments:
I must not let myself think like this. I don't 
know why I do. Unless to visualize something 
infinitely worse than anything that could 
possibly happen, so that whatever happens may 
seem not so bad in coraparisonCp. 61).
She consistently suffers from a Calvinistic sense of
guilt even though she knows how unjustified it is:
She [Mother^ might really have been ill when I 
was out, and might have died and then I would have 
been forever in the wrong, not so much for 
going out but for feeling this way, for let­
ting myself(p. 73).
Caught between the past and the present, Rachel is the 
embodiment of everything she claims to "despise and 
yet can't avoid"(p. 86). In honest moments she acknow­
ledges as much. At one point she confesses that like 
the town, she is petty in her concerns: "I've always
hated that about Manawaka, but I've grown the same, 
bounded by trivialities"(p. 82). Trapped within this 
elaborate prison which is largely of her own making, 
Rachel finally encounters someone whom she might utilize 
as a vehicle of escape —  Nick Kazlik.
Through Nick, Rachel comes in contact with the 
half of Manawaka which she, unlike her adventure­
some and rebellious sister Stacey, had been afraid to 
discover during childhood. Rachel always thought that 
in comparison to the Scots Presbyterians, the Ukranians 
were "more resistant" and "more free"(p. 87):
I don't know how to express it. Not so boxed- 
in maybe. More outspoken. More able to speak 
out. More allowed to —  both by your family 
and by yourself.... In my family, you didn't 
get emotional. It was frowned upon(p. 88).
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As Rachel discovers physical love with Nick, her puritan
sense of propriety and restraint breaks down. Sexual
fulfillment provides her with the possibility of gaining
a new outlook on life. As George Bowering puts it;
"I see the change in Rachel's consciousness as a result
of her getting in touch with her body, that part of
self the Scottish Christians preferred to cover with
6
rough wool and to forget." The last time that Rachel
and Nick make love, she even manages to take the more
active role, to be his seducer. This development
causes her to say to herself:
No, I have no pride. None left, not now.
This realization renders me all at once calm, 
inexplicably, and almost free. Have I finished 
with facades? Whatever happens, let it happen.
I won't deny itCp. 142).
But Rachel is not yet prepared to face the responsibilities
of her new-found freedom and she is looking for crutches.
When she speaks to Nick of children —  which she, like
Stacey, unknowingly wants as shelters —  he suddenly
realizes the extent of her needs and his own inability
to fulfil them: "I'm not God. I can't solve anything"
(p. 148). While Nick can open up the door for Rachel,
he can hardly teach her how to come to terms with her
past. He himself is totally preoccupied with a struggle
with his own background:
6
"That Fool of a Fear: Notes on A Jest of God," in
Writers of the Prairies, ed. Stephens, p. 157.
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I have forsaken my house —  I have left 
mine heritage mine heritage is unto me"as a 
Ti'on in the forest —  it cri'eth.'''"out 'against me 
rr 'therefore Ï have' hated it (p . 110).
Left on her own, Rachel is forced to face the 
predicament of an apparent pregnancy. In so doing, she 
is also obligated to contend with something which has 
haunted her since early childhood —  death. Having lived 
above a funeral parlour all her life, Rachel watched the 
name of the parlour change over the years from "Cam­
eron’s Funeral Parlour" to "Cameron's Funeral Home" to 
"Japonica Funeral Chapel." At the end of the novel, 
the sign reads "Japonica Chapel." Rachel had anticipated 
the deletion of the word "funeral":
A nasty word, smacking of mortality. No one in 
Manawaka ever dies, at least not on this side 
of the tracks. We are a gathering of immortals.
We pass on, through Calla's divine gates of topaz 
and azure, perhaps, but we do not die. Death is 
rude. Unmannerly, not to be spoken to in the 
street(p. 13).
For Rachel's mother, "age is still as unmentionable 
as death"(p. 15). She makes her house appear "as 
though no frail and mortal creature ever set foot in 
it"(p. 15). This hypochondriac is representative of 
the town's denial of death; and Christie Logan of 
The Diviners has been proven right in his prophecy that 
Mrs. Cameron would actually outlive her husband Niall. 
Rachel's deceased father had always felt more at ease 
with the dead than with the living and Rachel has great 
difficulty coping with the knowledge of this fact.
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Like her father, though, she arrives at the ultimate 
conclusion that death brings nothing but oblivion. Her 
"one clear and simple thought" while contemplating 
suicide is:
They will all go on in some how, all of them, 
but r"'wTlT Ke~~deaQ as stone an?"it will'^he" too 
Tâte then to 'cHange^my'^mfn3(^  ITOT.
Rachel rejects death in the forms of both suicide and
abortion, and, unlike her father, opts for life in her
decision to have the baby. This acceptance of life
entails a painful acquisition of self-awareness which
draws her out of her adolescent mentality.
Not only has Rachel possessed her mother’s pride
and restraint, but also her sado-masochism. Rachel
claims that her mother’s manipulative "weapons are
invisible, and she would never admit to carrying them,
much less putting them to use"(p. 40). In similar
fashion, Rachel herself has based her refusal to use.
birth control on an immature delusion:
If I had got pregnant then, I wouldn't even have 
told him. I'd never set that particular steel 
trap, never. I didn’t think of it as a weapon.
I swear it. I thought of it, I guess, as a 
gift. If he had found out (which, very unob­
trusively, he conveniently would have done), 
he’d have been delightedCp. 150).
But when "some knifing reality cuts through," Rachel
is forced to see her wishful dreams for what they are --
"distorted, bizarre, grotesque, unbearably a joke if
viewed from the outside"(p. 151). Still fearful of
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jokes, and still deceiving herself as to why she wants
a child, Rachel becomes the butt of a jest of God --
what is growing in her womb turns out to be not a child
but a tumour: "Oh my God. I didn’t bargain for this.
Not this"(p. 180). The difficult decision Rachel reached
had been, in a superficial sense, unnecessary:
All that. And this at the end of it. I
was always afraid that I might become a fool.
Yet I could almost smile with some grotesque 
lightheadedness at that fool of a fear, that 
poor fear of fools, now that I really am oneCp. 181).
The irony of the jest is that Rachel has inadvertently
followed St. Paul’s advice: "If any man among you
thinketh himself to be wise, let him become a fool,
that he may be wise"(p. 135). As George Bowering puts
it, "to become a fool one must cast off fear, not disgust,
7
sometimes the Protestant fear disguised as disgust."
Finally freed from that fear which leads to the 
wilderness of pride, Rachel is hospitalized to "deliver" 
her "baby." She emerges from her adolescent tomb, 
like Jonah from the whale, and declares: "I am the
mother now"(p. 184). She is no longer Mrs. Cameron’s 
obedient daughter or Calla’s "child," and she ceases 
to retreat to the dream-world where Nick protects her. 
Rachel finally stops apologizing to her perpetually 
"hurt" mother and takes firm command of the "elderly 
child"(p. 201). In her parting conversation with 
Hector Jonas, she declines an opportunity to set the
7
"That Fool of a Fear," p. 151
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local gossip straight concerning her operation and 
finally accepts her father's strange fate by likening 
it somewhat to her own: "He probably did do what he
wanted most, even though he might not have known it.
But maybe what came of it was something he hadn’t 
bargained for"(p. 199). Rachel gains a new understand­
ing of Willard Siddley and openly acknowledges Calla’s 
unrequited love for her. None of these things would 
have been possible prior to Rachel’s extraordinary 
thirty-fifth summer. She leaves Manawaka with a 
realistic understanding of herself: "I will be
different. I will remain the same"(p. 2 01).
C.M. McLay claims that "Rachel’s relationship to 
8
God is ambivalent," Early in the novel she admits 
that she only attends church to please her mother and 
that God had been dead "longer than I could remember, 
for I could not actually recall a time when He was 
alive"(p. 39). She states: "If I believed, I would
have to detest God for the brutal joker He would be 
is He existed"(p. 42). Despite her professed disbelief, 
however, Rachel begs God to allow her to see Nick again 
after their first sexual encounter. Unwittingly, she 
then muses with ironic foreshadowing:
I don’t know why a person pleads with God.
If I believed, the last kind of Creator I 
could imagine would be a human-type Being who 
could be reached by tears or bribed with 
words(p. 95).
 ^ g  ^ —
"Every Man is an Island: Isolation in A Jest
of God", Canadian Literature, No. 50 (Autumn, 1971), 67.
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It has been rightly pointed out that Rachel’s ’’concept
of a malicious God who humiliated people for His own
amusement is merely an extension of her own fear of
9'
being ridiculed,9 Rachel’s early concept of a brutal 
joker of a God is the same as the one Hagar holds through­
out her life. He is a vertical projection on the part 
of these two women of their Calvinistic fear and spiritual 
ual pride. But Rachel is two generations and fifty- 
five years younger than Hagar, and is sufficiently 
distanced from the Scottish pioneers to re-define the 
old God. She predicts this possibility early in the 
novel: "All right, God —  go ahead and laugh, and
I ’ll laugh with you, but not quite yet for a while"(p. 115).
Rachel’s first attempt at re - definition is to use 
Nick as a God incarnate. Her solitary prayers usually 
begin with the words "Listen, Nick — "(p. 138). Even 
after he recognizes what she is doing and tells her 
outright that he is not God, she persists: "All I
will ever remember is that he arched over me like the 
sun. I won’t remember anything else. Nothing"(p. 150).
When she finally does realize that Nick is not about
10
to become her saviour, she is forced to confront the 
"knifing reality" of her own isolation:
--  .g-----— -------
Denyse Forman and Uma Paramesivaran, "Echoes and 
Refrains in the Canadian Novels of Margaret Laurence," 
Centennial Review, 16 (Winter, 1972), 250. rn  --
One of the ironic dimension of the jest of God 
is that Nick actually is Rachel's saviour in the limited 
sense that Murray Lees is Hagar's. Like Lees, Nick sets in 
motion the protagonist’s own efforts to save herself.
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This I cannot take. This I could argue with 
You (if You were there) until doomsday. How 
dare You? My trouble, perhaps, is that I have 
expected justice. Without being able to give 
it(p. 151).
Her delusions about Nick slowly melt away: "Maybe it
wasn’t the sun"(p . 153).
Clara Thomas claims that Rachel
was looking for an Old Testament’s patriarch god, 
a father-figure who would direct and protect 
her, and she was also looking for a New Testament"s 
Christ who would redeem her and quite literally, 
make her new. She moves finally to a recognition 
that she must and she will rely on whatever 11 
strength she can find or forge within herself.
However, when Rachel’s ultimate spiritual crisis comes
and she cannot bring herself to commit suicide, she
does, in a sense, turn to God:
I am not praying —  if that is what I am 
doing —  out of belief. Only out of need. Not 
faith or belief, or the feeling of deserving any­
thing. Nbne of that seems to be so.
Help me.
Help —  if You will—  me. Whoever that may 
be. And whoever You are, or where....I am not as 
clever as I hiddenly thought I was. And I am not 
as stupid as I dreaded I might be. Were my 
apologies all a kind of monstrous self-pity?
How many sores did I refuse to let heal?
We seem to have fought for a long time, I 
and You.
The ones who do not have anyone else, turn to 
You.... All the nuts and oddballs turn to you.
Last resort. Don’t you think I know?
My God, I know how suspect You are. I know 
how suspect I am.
If You have spoken, I am not aware of having 
heard. If You have a voice, it is not compre­
hensible to me. No omens. No burning bush, no 
pillar of sand by day or pillar of flame by night.
I don’t know what I ’ve done. I ’ve been demented, 
probably. I know what I am going to do, though.
TT------------
The Manawaka World, p. 90.
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Look —  i t ’s my child, mine. And so I will have 
it. I will have it because I want it and because I 
cannot do anything else(p, 171).
During this moment of profound crisis, Rachel relocates
her Deity. He is no longer the external, supernatural
force who provides visible omens and chooses His elect.
Instead He has become an embodiment of the god within,
the source of man’s survival instincts. After her
operation, Rachel persistsMn sending messages "out
to the cosmos "(p. 185) that she not be disturbed.
But the night of her mother’s attack, Rachel literally
and figuratively gets back on her feet, stating:
"...I quit sending out my swaddled embryo wishes for
nothing to happen. No use asking the impossible, even
of God"(p. 186).
And finally, sounding like Calla to Mrs. Cameron’s 
ears, Rachel tells her mother that her health is in 
God’s hands: "Is it some partial triumph, that I can
bring myself finally to say this, or is it only the 
last defeat?"(p. 195). She seems to confirm that it 
is the former when she states: "What is so terrible
about fools? I should be honoured to be of that 
company"Cp. 198). The experiences of the last two 
months have taught her that it is more difficult to 
live in fear of being a fool than it is to actually 
be one. Once freed of that particular kind of fear, 
she is also freed of its corollary, the spiritual 
pride which is the attempt to usurp the old Calvinist
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God’s place, or the spiritual pride which necessitates 
the survival, in man’s mind, of such a God. With her 
newly-acquired wisdom and humility Rachel buries the 
old God: ’’God's mercy on reluctant jesters. God’s
grace on fools. God’s pity on God"(p. 202). The God 
of Rachel’s ancestors is to be pitied because he is no 
longer relevant to man.
The title of this novel portends a dark depiction 
of a brutal Calvinist God. But the title itself is a 
jest. The irony Rachel discovers is that what may 
appear to be the cruel jokes of God often turn out to 
be acts of mercy. In exchanging her fearful pride for 
wise foolery, Rachel is able to project —  more in a 
horizontal than vertical direction -- a merciful, 
human God who, as the force of fate, is as inconsistent 
and illogical as Rachel knows herself to be. .When 
God’s supernatural powers are no longer assumed, when 
prayers have become wishes and He is no longer expected 
to perform the impossible. He ceases to manifest and 
elicit fear, and begins to embody the love, understand­
ing and mercy of humbled man.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
CHAPTER IV
THE FIRE-DWELLERS: GOD AS AN ELEMENT OF MAN’S PSYCHE
Unlike her younger sister Rachel, Stacey Cameron
made a permanent physical break from Manawaka at an
early age. Psychologically, however, she carried the
town with her as weighty mental baggage when she married
and moved to Vancouver to raise a family. At almost
forty years of age, having had four children, the elder
Cameron sister makes her first real attempts to come to
terms with her past. IThile Stacey lacks Rachel’s
acute intelligence and metaphysical perceptions, she
has more distance from herself and more humour than her
sister. Unlike Rachel, Stacey does not "carry on a
constant attack upon herself, rather she engages in
1
a dialectic with herself." One important faqet of
this dialectic is Stacey’s highly personal relationship
with her own kind of God.
On the cultural level, Stacey is as much a puritan
as Rachel and Hagar. Laurence has said that in various
2
ways Stacey is "Hagar’s spiritual grand-daughter."
She is an extremely guilty person who reproaches herself 
for moral transgressions such as her ingratitude to 
Tess and her hypocrisy with her children:
1
Thomas, The Manawaka World, p. 119.
2  ^ ^
Laurence, "Ten Years’ Sentences," p. 147.
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Funny thing, I never swear in front of my kids.
This makes me feel I ’m being a good example to 
them. Example of what? All the things I hate.
Hate, but perpetuate.^
Putting it another way, she says: "I feel it’s my duty
to appear to be doing my duty, that’s all. A farce"(p. 46)
Stacey has progressed far enough from Hagar’s way of
thinking that she is aware of and embarrassed by her
hypocrisy. And yet, paradoxically, this awareness only
feeds her voracious appetite for guilt, the result being
that, like Rachel, she embodies all the things she
despises.
Stacey’s concern for appearances is largely 
predicated on her feelings of inferiority and worthless­
ness. As a teenager she was unaware of her own 
beauty, having been warned by her mother that "vanity 
isn’t becoming"(p. 18). As a middle aged woman, she is 
both ashamed by and self-conscious about her aging 
body, her outdated clothing, her boogie-woogie music, 
and her forties slang. She would rather be crowded in 
her present ill-furnished house than become surrounded 
by "that kind of sleek teak which will make me feel 
inferior to my own coffee table"(p. 31). Having no 
modern metaphors for the formula of election-vocation- 
justification-sanctification-glorification, Stacey sees
1
Margaret Laurence, The Fire-Dwellers (Toronto,
1969), p. 5. All subsequent quotations in this chapter 
will be from this edition and will be followed by page 
references in parentheses.
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herself, metaphorically speaking, as one of the many 
damned. Not only does she live with a Calvinistic 
sense of worthlessness in the eyes of God, but she 
believes herself to be deserving of divine (or otherwise) 
retribution: "He's [Mac’^  got a new job. And suddenly
I ’ve got a weird feeling. As though I ’d been forgiven 
after all’’(p. 34).
4
Stacey is a ’’pioneer’’ in an ’’urban wilderness."
Car accidents, drug deaths, racial riots and nuclear 
discoveries are announced to her daily by radio and 
television when they aren’t actually taking place on 
her street: "Doom everywhere is the message I get"(p. 59).
While she has not inherited her father’s resignation 
towards death, like him she feels ill-equipped to cope 
with life and leans for support on alcohol. In apocalyptic 
dreams and fantasies, she foresees destruction, unable 
to heed the advice that "pre-mourning is a form of self- 
indulgence" (p. 12). Stacey feels doomed to live her 
life among the flames of hell, fiddling "in a world on 
fire" and performing "so many stunts not worth doing" 
(epigraph of the novel). She brands herself on her 
stove in testament to her alcoholic guilt and her 
depravity.
Stacey’s own version of the "tomb silences"(p. 25) 
which separated her parents is a feeling of being
Clara Thomas, "Proud Lineage: Willa Cather and
Margaret Laurence," Canadian Review of American Studies, 
2 (Spring, 1971), 8-9:
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isolated from her quiet and overly self-reliant husband
Mac by "the lies, the trivialities, the tiredness we
never knew about until it had taken up permanent
residence inside our arteries"(p. 23). She states:
These lies will be the death of me sooner than 
later, if they haven’t already been. What goes 
on inside isn’t ever the same as what goes on 
outside. It’s a disease I ’ve picked up somewhereCp. 33),
The disease of excessive propriety that she has inherited
from her parents does her own marriage little good;
"I want to comfort him, but can’t, any more than he
can comfoht me, for neither of us is supposed to feel
this way"(p. 19). Stacey realizes that like her own
mother, she has difficulty understanding her children.
She is highly protective of and dependent upon the
children and feels terribly insecure in the position
of motherhood.
Like Rachel in the Tabernacle, at Thor Thorlarkson’s
first party, Stacey creates the situation she dreads
most ;
Mac will never forgive me. I ’ll never forgive
myself..,.Oh pod, why did I do it? I was so
damned scared of not doing well, and then I
didn’t do well. Maybe if I hadn’t been so
scared —  don’t make excuses, Stacey. Mea CulpaCp. 113).
Stacey not only shares her sister’s emotional repression,
but also her fear of unconventional types of people;
ghe admits that Janus Uranus used to embarrass her;
"Eccentrics always do. I don’t want them to, but they
do. It has something to do with the way I was brought
up, I guess"(p. 191). Just as Rachel tries to avoid
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Calla’s Tabernacle, Stacey declines an invitation to a 
Redeemer’s Advocates meeting, held back by the thought 
of Mac’s father Matthew, a retired United Church 
clergyman.
Believing herself to be of the living dead, and 
forever feeling "guilty about worrying"(p. 80), Stacey 
explains what is really a problem of cultural lag in the 
following way:
I stand in relation to my life both as child 
and as parent, never quite finished with the old 
battles^ never able to arbitrate properly the 
new, able to look both ways, but whichever way I 
look, God, it looks pretty confusing to me(p. 47).
Later she admits: "I am either suffering from delayed
adolescence or premature menopausal symptoms, most likely
both"(p. 87). Like Hagar and Rachel, Stacey begins
to find a way out of her personal trap by establishing
contact with someone from an entirely different cultural
background.
When Stacey meets Luke, an Italian whose Biblical 
namesake was a physician, she is given much of the same 
healing advice that is given to Rachel by Nick and to 
Hagar by Murray. Luke, a rather implausible character, 
has all the appropriate and necessary lines: "...we
don’t live on manners here..."(p. 176); "It’s okay, 
Stacey, you don’t have to be sorry"(p. 178); "Come out. 
From wherever you’re hiding yourself"(p. 181); "Ease 
up on yourself..."(p. 229); and, "You keep on commun­
icating your own awfulness to yourself, and nothing
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changes. You just go on in the same old groove"(p. 192).
But more than his advice, or even his reassuring love-
making, Luke's offer to take Stacey away with him helps
to free her from her psychological trap. It is only
when Stacey realizes that she has the choice of leaving
Mac that she knows "she will never give up her present
5
life, no matter how unsatisfactory, for any other."
Still not absolved of her guilt, and chased in her 
mind by the words "You're house is on fire,/Your child­
ren are gone"(p. 228), Stacey anxiously flees home the 
night of Luke's offer, having deserted her eldest son 
earlier that evening while he was feeling ill. When 
she arrives home, she can't quite believe "that Ian is 
safe and she herself essentially unpunished after all"
(p. 2 36). Despite her suspicion that Eve only started 
getting crafty after Adam told her to leave him alone, 
Stacey still has an incredibly deep sense of original 
sin. f'Jhen she finally does decide to allow her child­
ren to stop attending Sunday school she wonders;
...do I feel good about being honest for once in 
my life? No. I reproach myself and wonder if 
I'm denying them something for which they'll 
later reproach me(p.2 45).
Shaken by the suicidal acts of Buckle and their 
humourless and unfulfilled neighbour Tess, Mac and 
Stacey manage to reach a better understanding of each
3-----------
Forman and Paramesivaran, "Echoes and Refrains," 252.
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other. When Stacey sees that Mac has been shouldering 
incredible fears and responsibilities all alone, she 
reminds her husband that he is "not God"(p. 2 40), ad­
vising him to ease up on himself as Luke had advised 
her. Recognizing that Mac could never accept the know­
ledge of her infidelity to him, and that Matthew would 
be destroyed by her honest feeling about having to take 
him on as a permanent house guest, Stacey questions her 
earlier regrets:
Why did I ever feel that to tell the truth... 
would be a relief? It would be dynamite, that's 
all it would be. It would set the house on 
fire(p. 2 82).
Learning to accept her lot in life, Stacey finally 
understands that the hell-like fires she dwells in may 
not be so lethal after all. When Duncan almost drowns, 
his mother realizes that the fire-extinguishing waters 
of life can often bring death, and that the fires that 
have threatened her are also a source of life-sustain­
ing warmth: "Will the fires go on, inside and out?
Until the moment when they go out for me, the end of 
the world"(p. 307),
Having learned how to be a successful fire-dweller, 
Stacey now knows that her "trap" is not the "four 
walls" after all, but "the world"(p. 303). She 
realizes that she can actually be free to be the Stacey 
Cameron who loves to dance, and not simply someone 
else's wife or mother, but she acknowledges that if
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she is to survive the aging process with any kind of
dignity, the dancing will have to be done in her head.
She resolves to control her pre-mourning and to cope
with the "silences" which really "aren't all bad"(p. 2 89).
Stacey's strength and her humour demonstrate that while
she will probably continue to suffer from many of her
pioneer ancestors' psychological problems, she also
embodies their survival instincts and their many
strengths. "For Stacey, the watershed of forty means
the end of youth but not necessarily of courage and
tenacity —  virtues she inherited from her Calvinistic 
6
forefathers."
While Stacey does not possess the profound religious
temperament of either Hagar or Rachel, in her own way,
she gains in religious awareness as she gains in self-
awareness. In Stacey’s urban wilderness, all the old
religious symbols have broken down: she feels that it
is no longer worthwhile to send your kids to Sunday
school, and Mac's father, "once a clergyman, is now a
7
figure of pathos, not of strength or authority." Stacey 
does, however, still have a God. At times He seems 
like the wrathful, old Calvinist God feared and denied 
by Hagar; at other times He is like the anthropomorphic 
Being, who can be reached by tears or bribed with words, 
that Rachel rejects, yet pleads with:
B
Darby, "The Novels and Short Stories," p. 139.
7
Thomas, The Manawaka World, p. 118.
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At the Day of Judgement, God will say Stacey 
MacAindra, what have you done with your life?
And Ï'IT say. Well, let's see, Sir, I think 
I loved my kids, And He'll say^ Are you certain 
about that? And I'll say, God, T*'m not certain 
about anything any more. So He'll say. To heIT 
with you, then. We're all positive thinkers 
up here. Then again', maybe He wouldn't. Maybe 
He'd say. Don't worry, Stacey, I'm not all that 
certain, either. Sometimes I wonder if I' even 
exist. And I * d say7 T know what you mean, Lord 
-- Ï have the same trouble with myself(~pp. 10-11).
As Clara Thomas has noted, Stacey's conversations with
God, and particularly this one, reveal a "rueful sense
8
that even God is a victim" —  the same attribute that 
the truly humbled Rachel was projecting onto her new 
God at the end of her novel. For the self-mocking 
Stacey, humility has always been a fact of life, and 
her consciousness of sin, judgement, retribution and 
damnation is the major theme in her religious quest. 
Stacey's debilitating guilt is partially based —  
as is Nick's in A Jest of God —  on the fact that she 
has turned her back on her parents and her ancestral 
heritage. She discovers that she can only free herself 
from the past by facing and coming to terms with it.
This lonely, but sociable and amiable housewife 
has personalized the old Deity in a unique way. She 
converses with Him regularly, but, like her Pres­
byterian ancestors, she knows not to expect much help 
from Him: "God, how can I make all this better as if
it hadn't happened? No answer. No illumination from
The Manawaka World, p. 115.
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on high. As if I expected any"(p. 17). His major
function is to speak in the capacity of her conscience.
Sometimes He eavesdrops on her thoughts when He is not
welcome; other times He give her chastising advice:
All right, God, don’t tell me, let me guess.
I’m a mean old bitch.... What’s that you say?
You are suggesting that if I am expecting justice 
I am a bird-brain? You have a point there.
Lord(p. 25).
Using her God to wield the self-abusive Calvinist 
weapons of duty and conscience, sounding like Rachel 
speaking to her mother, Stacey continually apologizes 
to God for imagined offences. At one point, when He 
admonishes her for being a negligent mother, she 
rebelliously snaps back: "You try bringing up four
kids"(p. 16 8). But her sense of retribution causes 
her to quickly retract her harsh words: "God, pay
no attention. I'm nuts. I'm not myself"(p. 16 8). When­
ever she complains about her lot in life. He promptly 
reminds her that she has no right to be ungrateful and 
she concurs. Stacey's God is really just a voice from 
a past with which she has not come to terms :
God knows why I chat to you, God —  it's not 
that I believe in You. Or I do and I don't like 
echoes in my head. It's somebody to talk to.
Is that all? I don't know. How would I like to 
be an echo in somebody's head? Sorry, God.
But then you're not dependent upon me, or let's 
hope not(p. 66).
To be apologizing to God for his non-existence 
is hardly a fulfilling religious position, and Stacey
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dearly longs for true faith or meaning in her life
even though she feels undeserving of it:
Holy Mary, Mother of God, be with me now and in 
in the hour of my death. If only I could say 
that, but no. My father's dead face, looking 
no different except the eyes closed, and I thought 
his face had been dead for a long time before 
he died.... Something should happen before it's 
too late. Idiot-child, what more could happen?
What more do you want? You've got —  yeh, I know, 
God. Mo need to write me a list. And I'm 
grateful. Don't take me seriously. Don't let 
anything terrible happen to the kids(pp. 129-30).
More than anything else, Stacey longs and needs
to release and relieve.her^oppressive guilt:;
It must be wonderful to be a Catholic. Pour 
it all out. Somebody listens. Not me. I'm 
stuck with it, all of it, every goddam awful 
detail for the rest of my natural or unnatural 
life(n. 113).
But like Hagar she does experience the "Catholic**
release she needs when she goes on a pilgrimage to the
sea. When Stacey speaks of her private world of the
imagination, her Catholic companion notes that her words
are like "the secret of the confessional"(p. 180).
During her affair with Luke, Stacey necessarily suspends
her dialogue with her Calvinist God, having begged him
to be patient, to ease up on her, and to send her "the
bill at the end of the month"(p. 224). She realizes
that the bill has arrived when she discovers that she
is the same age as Luke's mother, a thought she cannot
bear (p. 2 30). Stacey's short affair with Luke not
only provides her with the physical release that Rachel
experiences through Nick and the emotional release that
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Hagar gains from her conversation with Murray, but it 
further supplies her with that distanced perspective 
on life that Hagar and Rachel also gained by observing 
themselves momentarily through the eyes of someone 
with an entirely different cultural and religious 
heritage.
Beginning to acquire some knowledge of the true
nature of her fears and neuroses, when she encounters
Valentine Tonnerre, Stacey feels as if her forsaken
past has finally caught up to her:
Even her [Valentine ' si presence is a reproach 
to me, for all I've got now and have been given 
and still manage to bitch on and on about it. And 
a reproach for the sins of my fathers, maybe.
The debts are inherited and how could the 
damage ever be undone or forgiven? I don't want 
to, but I seem to believe in a day of judgment, 
just like all my Presbyterian forebears did, only 
I don't think it'll happen in the clouds or 
elsewhere and I don't think I'll be judged for 
the same things they thought they'd be. Piquette 
and her kids, and the snow and fire. Ian and 
Duncan in a burning houseCp. 265).
While both their names mean the same, Valentine Tonnerre's
name connotes a different kind of thunder than Thor 
9
Thorlarkson's. For him, thunder means the power of 
assumed godliness and the deceptive, plastic religion 
of a pill-induced richer life for modern skeptics:
9
The Diviners contains an account of Thor's child­
hood as Vernon tTi'nkler which renders him a more credible 
character in the Manawaka canon than he appears to be 
in The Fire-Dwellers. The Diviners also helps to 
explain the tragic fates of Valentine Tonnerre, her 
sister Piquette, and Buckle Fennick.
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he is described both as "a doorman in heaven"(p. 38) 
and a "bat-winged Mephistopheles"(p. 44). In contrast, 
Stacey suspects with amazement, that Valentine's thunder, 
instead of punishing her, has actually brought about 
the merciful rain which has quelled the fires of Stacey 
and Mac concerning his job. Stacey never does tell 
Mac about Thor's true identity: "If we're scared,
at least there is some dignity in being scared of genuine 
demons"(p. 269).
The shock of Duncan's near-drowning causes Stacey 
to reveal her innermost fears:
—  God, let him be all right, and I'll never want
to get away again, I promise. If it was anything
I did, take it out on me, not on him -- that's
too much punishment for me(p. 293),
Later, reflecting on this reaction, Stacey gains a true
insight into her own nature:
— (Judgment. All the things I don't like to 
think I believe in. But at the severe moments, 
up they rise, the tomb birds, scaring the guts 
out of me with their vulture wings. Maybe it's 
as well to know they're there. Maybe knowing 
might keep them at least a little in their place.
Or maybe not. I used to think about Buckle that 
he was as superstitious as a caveman. I didn't 
know then that I was, too(p. 296).
This discovery that she has more in common with her
Presbyterian ancestors than she thought, is the closest
thing to a longed-for revelation that Stacey manages to
experience. Like her sister and her father, she gets
what she wants, but not what she has bargained for:
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I used to think there would be a blinding flash 
of light someday, and then I would be wise and 
calm and would know how to cope with every­
thing, and my kids would rise up and call me 
blessed. Now I see that whatever I'm like.
I'm pretty well stuck with it for life. Hell of 
a revelation that turned out to be(pp. 29 8-9).
Like her spiritual grandmother Hagar, Stacey will
continue to fear death:
If I could absorb the notion of nothing, of 
total dark, then it would have no power over 
me. But that grace isn't given. My last breath 
will be a rattle of panic...(p. 307).
But even though Stacey expects to develop "a hide 
like a rhinoceros"(p. 2 85) and to "mutate into a 
matriarch"(p. 308), she is not about to grow into another 
version of Hagar Shipley. Unlike Hagar, Stacey does 
not place a puritan emphasis on pride and self-suf­
ficiency. She tries to teach Mac to lean on her and 
admits then she'd rather see Duncan become a homo­
sexual than see him alone or unable to "cry out" his 
fears(p. 36). Stacey is much more human and humane 
than Manawaka'5 stone angel. Her humanity is reflected 
in the nature of her God. (ihile on one hand He is a 
severe voice of conscience and duty speaking from the 
past, on the other He is a companion to converse with 
and confide in, one who can be summoned up at will. 
Stacey's God is useful to her in a very practical 
sense. But a God who has become just a distant "echo 
in somebody's head"(p. 66) can hardly inspire true 
religious faith. Having lost the power He wielded prior
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to and during Hagar's time, God has become a dim reflection 
of a religion which had once embodied great meaning.
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CHAPTER V
A BIRD IN THE HOUSE: THE ECLIPSE OF GOD
The religion of Jason Currie and his daughter 
Hagar has a visible, but fading influence on the spir­
itual lives of the two Cameron sisters. Like the first 
three Manawaka protagonists, Vanessa MacLeod stands, 
culturally speaking, very much within the Calvinist 
tradition. But in a spiritual sense, her ancestors' 
religion has become completely outdated as far as 
Vanessa is concerned. God seems to have withdrawn 
entirely from Vanessa's sight. In her concentrated 
attempts to come to terms with her past, however, 
Vanessa reaches towards the possibility of constructing 
a new religion with the disassembled materials of the 
old —  a religion based on one's heritage.
A Bird in the House is unique in the Manawaka
canon for two major reasons: it is Laurence's first
1
attemnt at autobiographical fiction; and, it is a 
collection of short stories rather than a novel. A 
Bird in the House can well be studied as a unified 
work despite its unique structure, for the book's net 
effect is quite similar to that of a novel. The eight 
stories are unified in terms of character, theme and 
locality, each story ending not only "with some
"I ^
Gibson, "Margaret Laurence," p. 19 7.
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recognition on the part of Vanessa that is a step
2
towards maturity," but at a later point in time. The
fact that the book is a fictional autobiography renders
it particularly indicative of the direction in which
Laurence's thought was moving during the nineteen
sixties in terms of the meaning of heritage. The
stories were written approximately over the eight years
it took to produce A Jest of God and The Fire-Dwellers,
and were Laurence's attempt "to exorcise the powerful
demons of her own past," particularly her resented
3
maternal grandfather.
Laurence's Grandfather Simpson becomes Vanessa's
Grandfather Connor in A Bird in the House. The narrator
of the stories is a woman writing, for the most part,
as her childhood self, and "young" Vanessa functions
"more as a reporter than as a participant" in many of
4
of the stories. For this reason, a great deal of at­
tention is paid to the other primary characters in the 
book, the most predominant of which is Timothy Connor.
Timothy is an Irish version of the Scottish Jason 
Currie —  a Protestant western pioneer whose life's
 ^ 2 .
Thomas, The Manawaka World, p. 10 5.
3 " ' "  ^ ^
Thomas, The Manawaka World, pp. 9 6-9 8.
4
Leona M. Gom, "Margaret Laurence and The First 
Person," Dalhousie Review, 55 (Summer, 1975), 247.
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circumstances demanded the cultivation of that self-
reliant spiritual pride which precludes both wisdom
and the expression of love. Like Manawaka’s pharoah
from the Currie family, Timothy is a self-deified
familial Jehovah: "I’ll be anyway I please, in my own
5
house." Having made a "decent" living in the hardware 
business, Timothy Connor, in contrast to his "downright 
lazy" and "downright worthless" brother Dan, knows 
himself to be an "upright man"(p. 9). Unlike his gen­
uinely devout Baptist wife who has a "mighty fortress"
(p. 132) for a God, but like Jason Currie, Timothy is 
a non-believer who nonetheless acknowledges the church 
for the sake of appearances and as the source of his 
value system, despite the fact that he finds it excruc­
iatingly painful to restrain himself from working on 
Sundays. Having been an Irish Methodist, he was too 
much like the proud Scots Presbyterians to humble 
himself by joining with them when the United Church was 
formed, and he accepted his wife's Baptist alternative 
as the lesser of two evils. This authoritarian, 
domineering patriarch refuses to permit "smoking, drink­
ing, card-playing, dancing, or tobacco-chewing" in 
his presence(pp. 18-19). Like Jason Currie, he wor­
ships thrift, sobriety, moderation, temperance, endurance, 
fortitude, independence and hard work in order to
5--- - ------ - -
Margaret Laurence, A Bird in the House (Toronto,
1970), p. 30. All subsequent quotations in this chapter 
will be from this edition and will be followed by page
references in parentheses.
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prove himself one of the elect in a social, rather than 
religious, sense. His character is succinctly sum­
marized in The Diviners by Christie Logan during one of 
his garbage-telling spiels:
Now the paint tins from the Connors’ means the 
old man's on the rampage and he's painting like 
a devil all the kitchen chairs and suchlike, 
showing all of them around him that they’re 
lazy worthless sinners, but h e ’s painting 6
out his anger, for he thinks this life is shit.
In the opening story of A Bird in the House,
Vanessa learns that there is only one force which can 
control the power of this wrathful, vengeful man, 
that being the word of his meek and humble wife, who 
demonstrates for Vanessa just exactly how the mighty 
come to be "fallen in the midst of the battle"(p. 34).
As Vanessa’s Aunt Edna recognizes (and it takes one 
to know one), despite Vanessa's "politeness and prud­
ence" (p. 10), the ten-year-old girl is an avatar of 
Timothy. Like her mother's father, Vanessa avoids being 
seen with Uncle Dan in public. She loves to talk about 
herself, prizes her dignity, favours the warlike 
biblical verses, needs the conviction that no one but 
herself suffers anything, and is lacking in patience.
As in the cases of Hagar and Rachel, pride is one of 
Vanessa's most predominant characteristics: "I could
never sing in front of anybody, for I always thought
B
Margaret Laurence, The Diviners (Toronto, 1974), 
p. 61. All subsequent quotations in the following chap­
ter will be from this edition and will be followed by 
page references in parentheses.
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I might sound foolish, and I could not bear to be 
laughed at"(p. 29). Also like Hagar and Rachel, Van­
essa wishes to rid herself of this oppressive, rep­
ressive personality trait. When her jovial, free- 
living Uncle Dan leaves the Brick House, Vanessa 
states: "And I ran, ran towards the sound of the
singing. But he seemed a long way off now, and I 
wondered if I would ever catch up to him"(p. 30).
As Clare Darby points out, "in a sense Vanessa's whole 
life becomes, like that of Margaret Laurence and her 
other heroines, an attempt to 'catch up' to 'the sound
of the singing,' but heredity, tradition, and religion
7
act as limiting forces...."
In the second story, "To Set Our House in Order," 
the reader is introduced to the second most powerful 
influence on Vanessa's character, her father's mother. 
Eleanor MacLeod is the female and Scottish equivalent 
of Timothy Connor. In "The Mask of the Bear," Van­
essa states that if these two old people "had ever 
really clashed, it would have been like a brontosaurus 
running headlong into a tyrannosaurus"(p. 6 3). Eleanor 
MacLeod is a woman fully possessed by illusions of 
grandeur, believing herself to be a true lady and her 
dead son Roderick a war hero. She is "steel-spined 
despite her apparent fragility"(p. 41), and refuses
l-l^ l  M — I, .Min i I—   I
"The Novels and Short Stories," p. 147.
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to acknowledge "the existence of fear"(p. 42). Like 
Hagar, she never displays tears, even at the death of a 
son. Living ostentatiously in the pre-depression past, 
she proudly bestows a book entitled The Clans and Tartans 
of Scotland upon Vanessa, who proceeds to learn the 
family mottos of the Manawaka people; "Be then a wall 
of brass [MacLeod] . Learn to suffer [buncar^ , Consider 
the end [Kennedy"}. Go carefully [brummond] . . ..
Pleasure Arises from Work [Maclnnes'} " (pp. 46-47).
Eleanor MacLeod pretentiously keeps a picture of 
the Duke of Wellington on the wall, and Vanessa believes 
the picture is of her deceased Grandfather MacLeod "rid­
ing upon a horse whose prancing stance and dilated 
nostrils suggested that the battle was not yet over, 
that it might indeed continue until Judgement Day"(p. 42). 
The young Vanessa is surprised to learn from her father 
that, in reality, his father had simply been a lonely 
brow-beaten man who (like Dr. Ainslie, the masochistic 
Calvinist in Hugh MacLennan's Each Man's Son) read 
Greek tragedies in the original language when not 
occupied by his medical practice.
Always looking at life as if through her stained- 
glass window, either "with a jaundiced eye" through 
"a hateful yellow" or as "a place of absolute sapphire 
or emerald"(p. 43), Grandmother MacLeod sadistically 
manipulates her son Ewen into naming his baby boy
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after his brother. Ewen feels an unjustified sense of 
responsibility for his brother’s death, and this typ­
ically Calvinistic guilt complex has already determined 
the pattern of Vanessa’s father’s life by causing him 
to become a doctor like his father rather than join the 
merchant marine as he would have wished. Unlike Rachel 
Cameron (Vanessa’s contemporary), Ewen MacLeod has 
lived in too close a temporal proximity to the influent­
ial pioneer generation to ever become capable of taking 
his life into his own hands, or of moving away from the 
context of predestination by becoming his parent’s parent 
(in the way that Rachel becomes her mother’s mother).
Like Rachel, Vanessa has a better chance than her father 
of partially releasing herself from the shackles of 
the ancestors, and the young girl’s growing quest for 
self-awareness is largely a spiritual quest for free­
dom from her heritage.
Having been informed by Mrs. MacLeod that "God 
loves Order"(p. 46), Vanessa begins to gain her own 
individual perspective on life when she dares to quest­
ion this ancient rule. She perceives that the death 
of her uncle, her father’s subsequent actions, the near 
loss of her mother and brother, and the sad fate of 
her baby sister form absolutely no meaningful or 
discernible pattern;
I could not really comprehend these things, 
but I sensed their strangeness, their disarray.
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I felt that whatever God might love in this 
world, it was certainly not order(p, 59).
In the following story, Vanessa learns even more. 
about how inappropriate to real life the romanticised 
view she has inherited from Grandmother MacLeod actually 
is. Vanessa has based her stories of love and death 
on her ancestors’ rule-book, the Bible. When she is 
witness to the pain which Jimmy Lorimer causes her Aunt 
Edna, Vanessa destroys her romantic love story about 
an Egyptian queen, based on The Song of Solomon.
Similarly, when her beloved grandmother Connor dies,
Vanessa attempts to read the death scenes in Ecclesiastes 
which have an "undeniable appeal, a sombre splendour"
(p. 65), but gets "stuck on the first few lines," imag­
ining that the words are being spoken in her "grand­
mother’s mild voice"(p. 83). The Bible of Vanessa's 
ancestors seems unable to speak for the experiences of 
Vanessa’s own life, and the death of Grandmother Connor 
signifies for Vanessa the melancholy retreat of the 
sea of faith;
She was not a person who begged you to be kind for 
her sake, or even for God’s sake. If you were 
kind, in my grandmother’s view, it was for its 
own sake, and the judgement of whether you had 
done well or not was up to the Almighty. Judge 
not, that ye be not judged —  this was her 
favourite"acimonition to me when I lost ray temper 
with one of my friends. As a devout Baptist, she 
believed it was a sin to pray for anything for 
yourself. You ought to pray only for strength 
to bear whatever the Lord saw fit to send you, 
she thought. I was never able to follow this advice.. 
Grandmother Connor was not self-effacing in her 
lack of demands either upon God or upon her
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family. She merely believed that what happened 
to a person in this life was in Other Hands.
Acceptance was at the heart of her. I don’t 
think in her own eyes she ever lived in a state 
of bondage. To the rest of the family, thrashing 
furiously and uselessly in various snarled 
dilemmas,; she must often have appeared to live 
in a state of perpetual grace, but I am certain 
she didn’t think of it that way, either(pp. 71-72).
The fourth story, from which the collection takes 
its title, deals with Vanessa’s second exposure to 
death. Noreen, the MacLeod’s hired girl, belongs to 
Manawaka’s Tabernacle of the Risen and Reborn, and 
Vanessa has come to think of Noreen "as a sorceress, 
someone not quite of this earth"(p. 100). When a spar­
row becomes trapped in Vanessa’s bedroom, Noreen tells 
her that "a bird in the house means a death in the 
house"(p. 102). Within weeks, Vanessa’s father dies 
of pneumonia, and after the funeral, remembering how 
she had let the sparrow in, Vanessa strikes out at 
Noreen, her superstitions, and her pretensions of 
contact with the supernatural. Vanessa fights blindly, 
like the bird, as though Noreen is "a prison" all around 
her and she is "battling to get out"(p. 109). With 
reference to the ladybug in "To Set Our House in Order"
that crawls rather than flies up a blade of grass, Laurence 
once stated: "A great many things that have to do with
personal liberation or freedom... involve labouring
8
mightily against a door which actually is not locked."
What Vanessa is labouring against in this scene is the
g
Gibson, "Margaret Laurence," p. 206,
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failure of religion to protect people from something
as execrable as death. After regaining her composure,
Vanessa is finally able to comprehend the meaning of
a line from a hymn —  "Rest beyond the river" —  that
she had recently sung with her father at church:
"It meant Nothing. It meant only silence, forever"(p. 110)
It matters to her that heaven and hell don’t exist in
that way that Noreen understands them, but Vanessa
acknowledges that this can’t be helped.
Shortly before his death, Vanessa’s father —  who
had inherited his father’s house, and all that entailed,
including the magic word "sorry" —  had discussed the
concepts of heaven and hell with his daughter; "I
don’t think they’re actual places. Maybe they stand
for Something that happens all the time here or else
doesn’t happen"(p. 105). Ironically, the closest thing
to hell that Vanessa experiences when her father dies
occurs when the United Church minister calls:
VTliat I thought chiefly was that he would speak of 
the healing power of prayer, and all that, and 
it would be bound to make my mother cry again.
And in fact, it happened in just that way, but 
when it actually came, I could not protect her 
from this assault. I could only sit there and 
pray my own prayer, which was that he would go 
away quickly(p. 10 8).
This negative attitude towards the religion of her 
ancestors reaches an all-time low in Vanessa’s mind 
in the story "Horses of the Night." There was never 
a total crop failure around Manawaka, and "people used
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to remark on this fact proudly, as though it had 
been due to some virtue or special status, like the 
Children of Israel being afflicted by Jehovah but never 
in real danger of annihilation"(p. 136). But, nonethe­
less, the drought and depression manage to prevent 
Vanessa’s cousin Chris from raising enough money to 
go to university. Finally, when war comes, the peace- 
loving boy joins the army and is forced to extend the 
fantasy world which could distance him from the "unbear- 
ability of battle"(p. 15 3) until his fantasies become 
his only reality.
Prior to his enlistment, the adolescent Vanessp 
visits Chris at Shallow Creek. The legendary lake 
near his home elicits a strange response from her:
There was no feeling about the place. It existed 
in some world in which man was not yet born.
I looked at the grey reaches of it and felt 
threatened. It was like the view of God which 
I had held since my father’s death. Distant, 
indestructible, totally indifferent(p. 148).
Chris has a somewhat different conception of the
universe :
If the stars and planets go on to infinity, they 
could have existed forever, for no reason at 
all. Maybe they weren’t ever created. Look -- 
what’s the alternative? To believe in a God who 
is brutal. What else could He be? You’ve only 
got to look anywhere around you. It would be an 
insult to Him to believe in a God like thatCp. 150).
Vanessa acknowledges, yet nonetheless resents, the
likelihood of truth in Chris’s words, possibly knowing
subconsciously that madness lies in that direction.
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Unlike Chris, Vanessa has the strength and the 
survival instincts to find her way out of this position 
of nihilism and spiritual paralysis. Ironic as it may 
seem, the character traits that save her are the ones 
she has inherited from her ancestors, and her personal 
salvation comes about largely as a result of her attempt 
to come to terms with the ancestor to whom she is 
most indebted. Vanessa’s early relationship with Grand­
father Connor is much like Hagar’s relationship with 
Jason. They war with each other because they are too 
much alike in their pride and independence. In "A 
Mask of the Bear," Vanessa discards her story about 
heroic pioneers when she learns that Timothy had been 
a pioneer. She is completely shocked by her grandfather 
when, after his wife’s death, he embraces the young 
girl and sobs on her shoulder. But by the end of the 
story Vanessa has learned Grandmother Connor’s humbling 
lesson about not judging others, if only in retrospect 
as the older Vanessa recalls these events.
After her grandmother’s funeral, Vanessa’s Uncle 
Terence throws a humane light on her tyrannical grand­
father by explaining some of the reasons for the old 
man’s gruff and surly nature:
I think he honestly believed that about her[his 
wife] being some kind of angel.... I have a notion 
that he felt all along she was far and away too 
good for him. Can you feature going to bed with 
an angel, honey?
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How do any of us know what he’s had to carry 
on his shoulders? Another person's virtues could 
be an awful weight to tote around. We all loved 
her. Whoever loved him? Who in hell could?
Don’t you think he knew that? Maybe he even 
thought sometimes it was no more than was coming 
to himCp. 86).
Timothy Connor’s lot in life has been to carry the guilt 
of not being as strong a god as the many adverse cir­
cumstances of his life demanded that he be. This, along 
with that other guilt which comes from usurping God’s 
place to begin with, have destroyed his chances of love 
and happiness. Caged in the house he has created and 
rules over, this bear-like man retreats to his basement 
cave whenever he feels his mask slipping, fearing that 
the anger he channels outwardly might be exposed as the 
self-contempt it really is.
In the penultimate story, the perpetually worry­
ing Vanessa demonstrates that she can be just as strong­
headed and strong-willed as her grandfather. When she 
seeks revenge for Harvey Shin'Well’s inhumane treat­
ment of her dog, she learns that Harvey has only been 
responding to Nanuk in the same way his aunt responds to 
him, that the aunt has been misused by life in the same 
fashion, and that she herself has been easily and un­
wittingly drawn into this cruel and vicious circle of 
vengeance. It remains for Vanessa to apply this in­
sight to her grandfather.
The final story traces Vanessa’s responses to Grand­
father Connor from innocent childhood through recal-
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citrant adolescence to early and later womanhood.
Vanessa remembers that when she was a young child riding 
in her grandfather’s MacLaughlin-Buick, she had gazed 
"with love and glory" at the "giant" man as he "drove 
his valiant chariot through all the streets of this 
world"(p. 179). And yet, by early adolescence, after 
her father’s death, she has to be forced to move into 
the Brick House and live peacefully with the man she has 
already learned to detest. About this time, Vanessa 
is surprised to discover that despite all her aunt’s 
complaining about Timothy, Edna feels safe in the Brick 
House and is actually reluctant to leave it: "...I
guess it’s just that I have the feeling that the absolute 
worst wouldn’t happen here, ever. Things wouldn’t act­
ually fall apart"(p. 187). It is not until Wes Grigg 
proves himself capable of over-riding Grandfather Connor, 
when the Brick House is in danger of burning, that Edna 
decides Wes is heroic enough to marry.
By the time Vanessa is seventeen, she is in love 
with an airman, has decided there are no such things 
as heroes, and is more defiant than ever with her 
grandfather. When she learns that the old man has 
been correct in his assumption that her boyfriend is 
married, Vanessa’s hate for her grandfather becomes 
almost unbearable. And yet, when she is finally able to 
escape from the Brick House to attend university, she 
finds that she does "not feel nearly as free" as she
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"had expected to feel"(p. 203). Two years later, at
the age of twenty, Vanessa returns to Manawaka for
Timothy’s funeral:
I was not sorry that he was dead. I was only 
surprised. Perhaps I had really imagined that he 
was immortal. Perhaps he even was immortal in 
ways it would take me a lifetime to comprehendCp. 205).
At this time she recalls the memory of riding in the
MacLaughlin-Buick in the ancient days when Grandfather
Connor "seemed as large and admirable as God"(p. 2 06).
Twenty more years pass before Vanessa returns to
gaze on the Brick House, her grandfather’s monument.
By now she realizes that while she had once "feared
and fought the old man," he "proclaimed himself" in
her "veins"(p. 207). A series of cliches —  "It’s a
poor family can’t afford one lady. Many hands make light
work. Let not the sun go down upon your wrath"(p . 2 0 7)
—  constituting an entire way of life, had been passed
down through the MacLeod family and inherited by
Vanessa. But "the old indomitability"(p. 206) of
Timothy Connor had been the greatest gift. Vanessa
finally realizes that this rich cultural inheritance
has furnished her with the tools she has needed to
survive in life with some degree of dignity, and that
her inheritance deserves spiritual recognition. Unlike
Piquette Tonnerre and Manitoba’s loons, who "had simply
died out, having ceased to care any longer whether they
lived or not"(p. 12 7), the descendants of Manawaka’s
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"upright" pioneers have a secure "place of belonging"
(p. 12 7) in the context of their cultural heritage.
Timothy Connor shares with Jason Currie that 
spiritual pride and awful strength which are commonly 
found in Calvinist characters and which Hagar inherited 
in an essentially unchanged form. Like these three 
people, Edna Connor shields herself with wisecracks, 
but unlike them, she also uses this tool to protect 
rather than offend others. While Edna, and finally, 
Vanessa, embody the strength, defiance, determination, 
independence and indomitability of the family’s patriarch, 
they also have woven into their personalities threads 
of the humility, tenderness and compassion of Grand­
mother Connor. They are proud, but they are able to 
overcome that destructive spiritual pride which had 
thwarted the lives of so many of their ancestors, who 
had struggled in unending toil simply to survive.
As this spiritual pride fades, Timothy’s monument, the 
Brick House, falls into disrepair, and the stone angel 
topples, as Hagar predicted, never to be raised again.
The way of life which was a religion for such people 
as Timothy Connor is slowly transformed into an aspect 
of a younger generation’s heritage, as the deceased 
Grandfather Connor finally becomes, in Vanessa’s mind, the 
old-fashioned god he had struggled for so long 
and with such profound feelings of failure to be.
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Clara Thomas is quite correct in saying that
Grandfather Connor, the man who loves to talk of the
9
past, is "the hero of A Bird in the House." It
should be noted, however, that he begins as the book’s
villain. A fundamental change in Laurence’s perspective
on her heritage took place over the eight years during
which these stories were written. Having begun the
stories with feelings of resentment, Laurence slowly
managed to exorcise the demons of her past, until
she was finally able to draw her fictionalized maternal
10
grandfather in "mythic proportion." Through Vanessa, 
Laurence became conscious that a spiritual debt may 
well be owed to her cultural legacy, a debt which 
she paid writing The Diviners with Morag’s formulation 
of the religion of heritage.
----------------
The Manawaka World, p. 100.
10-----------------
Thomas, The Manawaka World, p. 107.
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CHAPTER VI 
THE DIVINERS; THE RELIGION OF HERITAGE
Margaret Laurence has called The Diviners a
1
"spiritual autobiography," and as such it arrives at 
the religious position which Laurence reached after 
the many years of struggling to come to terms with 
her past that produced the Manawaka series. Like 
Margaret Laurence and Vanessa MacLeod, Morag Gunn 
uses her pen as the vehicle by which to travel into 
the past, and to divine the truths that lie hidden 
there. The art of writing fiction is the means by 
which she gains an understanding of herself, the world, 
and her own place in it. Like her creator, Morag has 
reached the stage in her artistic career at which she 
is writing fiction which is heavily autobiographical.
In the time-present of The Diviners, Morag is 
in the process of writing her fifth novel. She is 
caught up in a spell of hard work and hopes to mitigate 
the gloom and confusion she feels concerning her daughter 
Pique, who has become a woman and is demanding her 
independence. Morag is "a professional worrier"(p. 22) 
like the other four Manawaka protagonists, and the 
spiritual pilgrimage she takes into her past is 
a subconscious effort to discover some clues as to
 1-----------
Interview with Margaret Laurence at Queen’s 
University in October, 19 76 ,
«1
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how to cope with her present emotional crisis concerning 
Pique. Morag is "severely myopic and [oncel had to 
peer close to see anything at all"(p. 9). She exam­
ines her past step by step in minute and painful detail, 
recalling it creatively, never knowing what are memories 
and what are fabricated memories of memories:
A popular misconception is that we can’t change 
tEe past —  evervone is constantly changing 
their own past'," recalling it, revising it.
% a t  really''happened? A meaningless question.
But one Ï' keep trving to answerknowing there 
is no ans war (p. 49")."
Morag’s pilgrimage into the past at the age of 
forty-seven is also a spiritual quest for the meaning 
of her heritage. This quest is symbolically manifested 
by the fact that Morag is an adopted child looking for 
her dead parents, the loss of whom grieves her more 
in her forty-seventh year than ever before: "Perhaps
I only want their forgiveness for having forgotten 
them?"(p. 15). As the novel opens, Morag digs out 
her old snapshots, and looking at one of her parents, 
she muses:
Colin Gunn, whose people came to this country 
so long ago from iàuth'erlanci, during the "highland 
Clearance's,' mayhe, and who^had 'in them a sadness 
and stern' quality. Can it ever be eradicated? (p. 8)
Morag’s examination of her past is largely an attempt
to answer this question, and in finally defining
herself as a Black Celt, she discovers that she does
have a parental heritage after all.
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During her formative years, Morag develops a 
Calvinistic character despite her attempts to deny 
what she is given. Born as "bloody-minded"(p. 11) 
as her Scottish ancestors, Morag loses her parents at 
the age of five and is adopted by Christie and Prin 
Logan. As soon as she goes to school, she learns 
to be proud: "If you let on, ever, you're done for"(p. 51).
Morag is ashamed of her poverty-stricken foster parents, 
and particularly the tale-telling Christie who is the 
town's garbage collector and is ridiculed by Manawaka 
for being a scavanger. Divining with the town's gar­
bage, its greatest nuisance, Christie rants like a 
"downy preacher":
I swear, by the ridge of tears and by the valour 
of my ancestors, I say unto you, Morag Gunn, 
lass, that by their bloody goddamn fucking gar­
bage shall ye christly well know themCp., 33).
Too young either to know or to care what Christie is
actually doing, Morag feels only embarrassment, and
resentment towards him. She is determined not "to
be beaten by life"(p. 92) like Eva Winkler and Prin,
and develops both a thick skin, and, as Lachlan puts
it, a "stiff neck"(p. 127). And yet, when she finally
manages to leave the town she hates, like the other
four Manawaka protagonists, she finds that she feels
neither free nor genuinely happy at her departure.
At university in Winnipeg, Morag is like a cross
between Hagar Shipley and Rachel Cameron. She is
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"both proud and humiliatingly shy"(p. 141), and she 
"gags inwardly at the weak, against whom she has few 
defenses"(p. 143), being both resentful and fearful 
of them. At her girlfriend Ella's house, she finds 
that the familial warmth is "harder to take than 
any harshness could be, because it breaks her up"(p. 150). 
Morag knows that she is as strong as Ella's mother, 
but she worries about whether or not she has Mrs.
Gerson's ability to "reach out her arms and hold people, 
both literally and figuratively"(p. 150). Unlike the 
steel-spined Hagar, Morag desires to acquire this 
unCalvinistic trait at an early age. But like Hagar, 
she is slow to change.
While Hagar rejects her respectable upbringing 
by marrying a poor and slothful man, Morag rejects 
the embarrassing poverty of her childhood by marrying 
a respectable man. Like so many of Laurence's char^ 
acters, she gets what she wants, but not what she 
has "bargained for"(p. 217). Her husband Brooke is 
an English professor who ludicrously believes that 
his young wife has no past and is totally innocent.
Having learned at a very young age never to "give 
in" or "reveal his pain"(P. 180), Brooke has an even 
tougher skin than Morag, and needs his wife to be a 
child. For almost ten years they manage to live 
"each other's fantasies"(p. 221), Morag wishing to
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have the childhood she was earlier denied. At Prin*s 
funeral, however, she realizes (as Rachel eventually 
does concerning Nick) that it/is wrong to expect her 
man to be a princely god, protecting her within some 
earthly halls of Sion.
Unhappy with her marriage, Morag happens to meet 
Jules (Skinner) Tonnerre, a childhood friend who seems 
almost like a relative. Always having been excluded 
because of his Métis background, having no place in 
Manawaka, or even in the national anthem, Jules is an 
outcast and a lone wolf. He knowingly acts as Morag’s 
"shaman"(p. 223), and by making love to him, she 
severs the chains that have kept her "separated from 
part of herself"(p. 222) during her marriage. Be­
lieving she has paid off "some debt or answer to the 
past"(p. 222), and refusing to learn from Jules that 
one must struggle painfully with the past to finally 
accept it, she chooses to forge another attempt at 
escape.
Believing that if "she is to have a home, she 
must create it"(p. 2 40), Morag travels to Vancouver, 
where she discovers that she is pregnant with Skinner’s 
child. Determined to be independent, she asks Fan 
not to ever tell her what to do for her "own good"(p. 2 55). 
When Jules comes to Vancouver because his sister Val 
is dying, he visits Morag and the five-year-old Pique.
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He makes it clear that he accepts Pique as his daughter,
and attempts to give her a sense of one half of her
heritage by singing his song of old Jules. When
Skinner tells Morag she should go back to Manawaka
and attend to Christie's needs, she angrily orders
him not to tell her what to do, claiming that she
"cannot go back"(p. 2 80). Morag is not, as of yet,
fully prepared to believe that the reverse of Thomas
Wolfe's famous line is true, that you have to go home
again, in some way or another.
Still searching for "islands"(p. 29 3) remote from
her past. Mo rag moves to England hoping to discover
a writing community. What she does discover there
is an artist named Dan McRaith who is making a similar
attempt at escape. For Dan "life is full of pitfalls.
He lives dangerously, and imagines minor disasters,
which in consequence frequently happen"(p. 30 7).
Dan is very similar to Morag; like her he uses order
as a defense "against the chaos of the outer world
and the confusions of the inner"(p. 316). In
fact, he is so much like Morag that he is able to
paint her and capture the inner person:
Her features are in shadow. Only her black 
hair can be seen, and her eyes, clearly 
and unmistakably the eyes of Morag, angry 
and frightened, frighteningly strongCp. 310).
While Dan has not accepted his heritage in the way
that Jules has, he is very much aware of it, and
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daims that Presbyterianism is something that is 
"never totally lapsed"(p. 303). In partial jest, he 
states that "a Presbyterian is someone who always looks 
cheerful, because whatever happens, they’ve expected 
something much worse"(p. 2 39), Seeing that Morag 
is more Calvinistic than she knows, he nicknames her 
Morag Dhu, or the Black Celt.
Through her relationship with Dan, Morag learns 
that an acknowledgement rather than rejection of her 
heritage may well be the true road to self-awareness. 
Quelling her long-lived desire to escape to islands, 
Morag proposes a "pilgrimage" to Sutherland, the Gunn 
family’s place of origin:
She is afraid that she will be disappointed, 
that there will not, after all, be any revelat­
ions. She is afraid that she will feel nothing 
and that nothing will be explained to her. Or 
else she is afraid that she will feel too much, 
and that too much will be explained in those 
rocks and ruined crofts, or whatever is there, 
now, these days(p. 302).
IThile visiting Dan in Crombruach, Morag decides that she 
does not "have to go" to Sutherland after all:
"It has to do with Christie. The myths are my real­
ity. Something like that. And also, I don’t need to 
go there because I know now what it was I had to 
learn here"(p. 319). What she learns is that Scot­
land is not the true land of her ancestors, "Christie’s 
real country" is, where Morag was bom(p. 319). Short­
ly after this revelation, Morag receives news of
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Christie’s illness and tells Pique that they are "going 
back home"(p. 319).
By the time Morag arrives in Canada, she has 
finally recognized what her foster father means to her. 
Having rejected him most of her life for being one 
of the downright worthless men of Manawaka, Morag 
finally sees the great value of his wisdom. Morag 
had refused to listen when Christie told her, upon 
her departure from Manawaka, that it would all go with 
her. But she has lived to see this prophecy come 
true. She carries the essence of all his proverbs 
with her wherever she goes: "When in doubt tell the
truth, if you happen to think you know it"(p. 100);
"If you want to make yourself into a doormat, Morag 
girl, I declare unto you that there’s a christly host 
of them that'll be only to willing to tread all over 
you”(p. 88); "If you expect things to be fair, you’ll 
be waiting until hell freezes over"(p. 66); "God­
dammit, you make your own chances in this world...or 
else you don’t make them"(p. 71); "One man’s muck is 
everyman’s mucKCp. 38); and, "That's a bloody awful 
christly useless word. Sorry"(p. 337). Not only 
has Morag carried Christie’s proverbs with her, but 
also the tales of hecmythic ancestor Piper Gunn, which 
Christie had composed in hopes of providing his adopt­
ed daughter with a venerable heritage, just as he had
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lied about who saved whom on the battlefield in order 
to make Morag’s dead father appear heroic in her eyes.
Having gained some perspective with time, Morag can 
now appreciate the burden Christie bore as the town’s 
scapegoat for the knowledge of its sins. She has fin­
ally learned what Lachlan once tried to tell her about 
poorly educated people:
Those people know things it will take you the 
better part of your lifetime to learn, if ever.
They are not very verbal people, but if you ever 
in your life presume to look down on them be­
cause you have the knack of words and they do not, 
then you do so at your eternal risk and periKp. 126).
Morag now admits : "Christie knew things about inner
truths that I am only just beginning to understand"(p. 341).
She begins to believe the old tales once more in a
somewhat different way: "...Piper Gunn, who probably
never lived in so-called real life but who lives
forever.... I like the thought of history and fiction
interweaving"(p. 341).
Before Christie dies, Morag is able to tell him
that he has been her father to her, and he claims that
he is "blessed"(p. 323), but back in Toronto at Ella's
the "Black Celt evidently has her by the throat and
has no intention of letting go"(p. 337). This Celtic
gloom is caused by the guilt Morag feels over having
made Christie into a legend for her daughter while the
real man was rotting away on Hill Street.
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Having learned where she belongs, Morag buys a 
farm near McConnell’s Landing and settles there, 
acknowledging that she has looked for and found a 
place similar to Manawaka. It is "an equally small town 
with many of the same characteristics"(p. 290).
When Pique is fifteen, Jules visits for the last 
time. By now "his eyes are the tough tired eyes of 
a man who still has to do battle, but no longer finds 
much joy in doing so"(p. 345). Bequeathing his 
legacy to his daughter, he sings about his father 
Lazarus and his sister Piquette, telling Pique that 
there is a home for her with his brother at Galloping 
Mountain.
While Morag has been working on her fifth novel,
in the time-present of The Diviners, her eighteen-
year-old daughter has been forced to contend-with
the same kind of narrow-minded prejudices which the
Tonneras and Logans were subjected to in the small
town of Manawaka. Pique complains;
They think they’re sweet reasonableness, and 
it’s you that’s in the wrong, just by being, 
and not being like them, or wanting their kind 
of life. It’s the anger you can feel, even if 
they don’t lay a hand on you(p. 191).
Morag’s fears for Pique are extremely unsettling, and
she has trouble taking Royland’s advice to "rest
her soul"(p. 81). Morag suspects that Royland,the
local water diviner who looks as "old as Jehovah"(p. 21),
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is about to become her new shaman. She feels "about 
to learn something of great significance from him, 
something which would explain everything," the 
mystery of "his work, her own, the generations, the 
river"(p. 4). But before she can learn from Roy­
land, she has to prepare her own mind to receive what 
he may have to teach her, and one can see her growing 
as she writes each section of her autobiographical 
novel and learns both from what she has written and 
the events taking place around her. The growth 
Morag experiences in time-present is spiritual in 
nature, and her movement is towards a form of rel­
igious assent.
When Morag was a young girl, her religious under­
standing was limited to the traditional idea of a 
Biblical God:
Morag loves Jesus. And how. He is friendly 
and not stuck-up, is why. She does not love 
God. God is the one who decides which people 
have got to die, and when. Mrs. McKee in Sun­
day school says God is LOVE, but this is 
baloney. He is mean and gets mad at people 
for no reason at all, and Morag wouldn't 
trust him as far as she can spit. Also, at 
the same time, she is scared of God....Does He 
really know what everybody is thinking? If 
so, it sure isn't fair and is also very 
spooky.
Jesus is another matter. Whatever any­
body says of it, it was really God who dec­
ided Jesus had to die like thatCp. 63).
This religious stance of feeling rejected by, living
in fear of, and refusing to believe in God, the
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Calvinist stance held by Hagar throughout her ninety 
years, becomes even more negative as Morag grows older: 
"God knows what you are thinking....But is mean.
Doesn’t care. Or understand"(p. 67). At the age of 
fourteen she ceases to attend church, her experience 
of life having taught her the fallacy in the lines:
"In Christ there is n o East or West,/In Him no North 
or South — "(p. 89). By the time she is eighteen,
Morag has decided that "God does not actually see the 
little sparrow fall"(p. 12 7), and is as negative as 
Vanessa after her father’s death.
By the end of "Halls of Sion" Morag has decided 
that heaven cannot be found on earth. Unable to 
depend on God, she takes on full responsibility for 
her own fate in "Rites of Passage," defying His attempts 
to overwhelm her with misfortune: "Go ahead, God,
let it rain, then. Let it rain forever. I won’t be 
drowned" (p. 2*43). Like Rachel and Stacey, Morag 
fears divine retribution despite her professed dis­
belief. After her bizarre sexual encounter with Chas, 
she expects to be punished and wonders if Pique is too 
quiet :
I know it doesn’t work that way, God. I know 
it but' I don * t belie've~i ' t Fîÿh¥aïï~~knows per­
fectly weTl" that retrilTutTon'T's "unreal. But
my'''bTood somehow re tain s~~iT~ from' ancient 
times (p'. 2é9 ).
By the time Christie dies, Morag has come to appreciate
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the symbolic power of religious rituals despite her 
disbelief in God. She arranges for Christie's funeral 
service to be held in the United Church which he never 
attended despite his religious faith:
The Burial of the Dead. For I am a stranger 
with thee, and a sojourner, as ali my~”fatïïërs' 
wereTpl 32 7 ) . ”*
After Christie's funeral, when Morag is severely 
depressed and guilt-ridden, she is saved again as 
she had been in Vancouver by "St. Michael of the 
Flaming Sword" disguised as a publisher's represent­
ative, who came "to explain how paradise can be 
regained"(p. 244). She reads the ad in the paper 
which leads to the purchase of her farm:
Save me 0 God, for the waters are coming 
into my souTT n^saTm™R?7"
“T F ^ s  “7 Wow ever, not God who finally prov­
ides a solution of sorts, but the Goldenrod 
Reality Company. Or perhaps fate really 
does travel in strange disguisesCp. 337).
This statement reveals a broadening of Morag's rel­
igious sensibility and understanding. She broadens 
this awareness yet further when she imaginatively 
canonizes Catharine Parr Traill, the pioneer woman 
who successfully forged a fruitful existence in the 
wilderness as wife, mother, author and naturalist. 
While writing her novel, Morag tries to resolve her 
problems through imaginary conversations with C.P.T., 
almost in the same way as Stacey talks to God.
Morag's saint often gives her valuable advice, but
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Morag is tortured by a sense of being worthless in 
comparison to the ambitious pioneer.
Having recently learned to face rather than 
retreat from her past, Morag's next task is to struggle 
with the old demons, the aspects of her Calvinist 
.heritage which she wishes to change. Pique tells 
her: "You’re so goddamm proud and so scared of being
rejected. You’re so stupid in that way, you really 
are"(p. 193). Pique’s accusation is confirmed by 
Morag’s reaction to Cord after her daughter has 
deserted him: "Morag could feel Cord’s hostility
like lye thrown in her face"(p. 194). But then she 
perceives "that what she had taken to be hostility 
had been in fact self-reproach on his part"(p. 195), 
just as Manawaka’s hostility towards Christie and 
Lazarus, and both Hagar Shipley's and Timothy Connor's 
hostility towards their families, had really been 
guilt, shame and self-contempt. There are some 
aspects of Morag's Presbyterian personality which 
she is reluctantly forced to accept, such as the 
insistance upon order which had been so characteristic 
of people like Hagar Shipley and Eleanor MacLeod:
"It flowed in Morag’s veins, despise it though she 
might"(p. 2 35),
Royland is highly critical of Morag's guilt and 
pride, and he explains to her what his life had 
taught him, that it is better to "find water" than
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to "raise fire"(p. 19 7). Royland takes his divining 
on faith, believing that he need not understand it, 
but must simply do it while he can. Despite the 
fact that her will is not enough to bring on her writ­
ing in the mornings, Morag has never fully been able 
to accept her art on faith, and early in the novel, 
she questions the value of what she does: "He [Royland]
was divining for water. What in hell was she divining 
for? You couldn't doubt the value of water"(p. 83).
What Morag has been subconsciously divining for is 
faith itself, and by the end of the novel she has 
realized that writing has to be taken on faith, for, 
as in the case of water divining, there is no ex­
plaining it:
Odd feeling. Someone dictating the words.
Untrue, of course, but that was how it 
felt, the characters speaking. Where 
was the character, and who? Never mind.
Not Morag's concern. Possession or self­
hypnosis -- it made no difference. Just 
let it keep on comingCp. 330).
As Morag gains faith in her art, she begins to
gain faith in herself, to accept herself for what she
is. When this occurs she finds it possible to end
her self-deprecating conversations with C.P.T.:
M. Gunn: You're darned right I see imaginary
dangers, but do you know why? To focus 
the mind away from the real ones, is why....
Let me fret over ravening wolves and 
poison-fanged vipers, as there is a marked 
scarcity of these, hereabouts. They're 
my inner demons, that's what they are.
One thing I'm going to stop doing, though, 
Catharine. I'm going to stop feeling
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guilty that 1*11 never be as hardwork­
ing or knowledgeable or all-round 
terrific as you were. And I ’ll never 
be as willing to let the sweat of hard 
labour gather on my brow as A-Okay 
and Maudie, either...I’m not built 
like you, Saint C., or these kids either.
I stand somewhere in between. And yet 
in my way I ’ve worked damn hard, and I 
haven’t done all I would’ve liked to 
do, but I haven’t folded up like a 
paper fan, either...I’m about to quit 
worrying about not being either an old 
or a new pioneer. So farewell, sweet 
saint —  henceforth, I summon you
not. At least, I hope that'll be so,
for your sake as well as mind.
C.P. Traill; (voice distant now and fading 
rapidly) "In cases of emergency, it 
is folly to fold one’s hand and sit 
down to bewail in abject terror; it is 
better to be up and doing."
M . Gunn : I'll remember(pp. 3 31-2).
Morag is able to acquire faith in her art and
to free herself from debilitating guilt because
of the religion she discovers on her pilgrimage into
the past. Always having fended for herself without
the aid of God, Morag discovers that faith is the
attribute her Celtic character has most coveted and
most lacked. For this reason. Piper Gunn, her mythical
ancdstor who possessed "the faith of saints" and
"the strength of conviction"(p. 67), has always been
her hero. As a teenager Morag had thought:
The Gunns have no crest, no motto, no 
war cry, at least according to what it 
says in the old book Christie still 
hauls out from time to time. Just as 
well. It’s all a load of old manure(p. 131).
But this had been a defensive pose. Morag eventually
learns that what she has always wanted is a past.
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ancestors. Her writing had taught her years ago that
"fiction was more true than fact. Or that fact was
in fact fiction"(p. 21). She has learned to apply
this wisdom to Christie's tales about her ancestors,
and by divining the truths in his lies, she has come
to realize that he has "left a place to stand on"
(epigraph of the novel).
By the time Jules comes for his final visit,
Morag is prepared to follow his example and accept her
ancestry on faith. She trades the knife of Lazarus,
which she had once accepted from Christie with
chagrin, for the plaid pin which Hagar Shipley had
gifted to her son John, who had inappreciatively
proceeded to trade it for Lazarus' knife, later
selling the knife to Christie for a package of
cigarettes. Having "come from nowhere"(p. 2 39), and
lacking a family crest, Morag embraces the Scottish
Highlander heritage of the Macdonald clan, the clan
of which the Currie's were a sept, Hagar's pin having
once belonged to Jason's father. Sir Daniel Currie:
...adoption, as who would know better than Morag, 
is possible.
My hope is constant in Thee. It sounds 
like a voice from the "past7 RFose voice, 
though? Does it matter?...What matters is 
that the voice is there and that she has 
heard these words which have been given 
to her. And will not deny what has been 
given. Gainsay Who Dare(p. 35 3).
What Hagar had once used "defiantly," Morag interprets
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"as mysterious supports," symbols of the religion she 
is building around her Scottish heritage.
After this exchange of faith with Jules, Morag 
is able to prevent herself from interfering when 
Pique decides to go to Galloping Mountain in search of 
her own heritage: "Who could ever enter anything with
a guarantee? Let her go. This time, it had to be 
possible and was"(p. 259). Morag has learned to take 
life itself on faith, and to recognize her daughter's 
needs, which are so similar to what her own had once 
been. As Clara Thomas puts it, "Morag^s anxiety about 
Pique is stilled into an acceptance that is not a
3
passive endurance, but is a dynamic understanding."
When Pique asks for the pin, Morag explains that it 
is "some kind of talisman" to her, and that Pique can
have it "when I'm gathered to my ancestors"(p. 367).
\
Morag*s final words to her daughter before she boards 
the train moving west after leaving Gord and Dan, 
just as Morag had once left Brooke and Jules, are:
"So long. Go with God, Pique"(p. 368). Morag's 
newly acquired faith in life amounts to a new-found 
faith in God. As in the case of her mythic ancestor 
Piper Gunn, Morag comes to believe in God once again.
Thomas, The Manawaka World, p. 165.
3
The Manawaka World, p. 16 7.
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but in quite a different way than she had as a child: 
Piper is not the only mythic hero "who probably never 
lived in so-called real life but who lives for­
ever" (p. 341) in the minds of the inheritors.
When Morag visits Jules at his deathbed, she 
believes that perhaps "he, too, had found that although 
you needed to do battle, you didn't always need to, 
every minute"(p. 363). He does not blame the world 
for his life's hardships, but calls his death "just 
bad luck"(363). Unaware of how Morag has changed in 
recent days, Jules displays some residue of the ancient 
anger of his race when he warns her to let Pique be.
His insistance that Pique not be allowed to see him 
dying finally closes a gap in understanding which has 
haunted Morag since she was five and largely caused 
her proud fear of rejection. Her dying parents had, 
after all, "wanted to see her; they had not wanted 
her to see them"(p. 365).
Having recently learned to accept humbly life's 
many gifts, or, in mythic terms, God's grace, Morag's 
final lesson is to learn, as Jules has, to willingly 
relinquish them. Royland arrives at her door and 
announces that he has lost the ability to divine 
water. But he cheerfully informs her that others 
can learn his trade, if they can only get over wanting 
to explain it, if they can simply accept it on faith:
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The inheritors. Was this finally and 
at last, what Morag had always sensed she 
had to learn from the old man? She had 
known it all along, but not really known.
The gift, or portion of grace, or what­
ever it was, was finally withdrawn, to be 
given to someone else,
"This that's happened to me -- " Royland 
said, "It's not a matter for mourning."
"I see that now," Morag saidCp. 369).
Morag's new religion teaches what any religion
worthy of the name teaches its adherents —  to accept
death, to see it as part of the continuum of life;
Time running out. Is that what is really 
going on'7 With me, now, with her? Pique, 
KarKinger' of my deatTTT continuer of'"iTFe ( p . 239).
As long as Pique carries the knife and song of Lazarus,
he will never truly die; and Morag fully expects that
Pique will "create a fiction out of Jules, something
both more and less true than himself"(p. 367), when
she eventually writes a song for her father. As
Clara Thomas accurately notes, Pique "has already
begun to carry the resnonsibility of being a 'Diviner’
4
herself." Morag Dhu, "the most self-aware of any
5
of Laurence's characters," knows that she too will 
have a place in the future after her gift for writing 
has been withdrawn to be given to someone else and 
she is gathered to her ancestors. In joining this 
group, Morag will become one of the voices from the
247.
The Manawaka World, p. 16 7.
5
Gom, "Margaret Laurence and The First Person,"
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past that speak to the inheritors, just as Piper Gunn,
Christie Logan, Catharine Parr Traill, and finally, 
the ancient Currie family have each spoken to Morag.
Morag seems to be saying that religion persists 
in the modern world because one can only see so far 
into the river of life, especially as the accumulation 
of years draws one further away from the shore : "You
know a whole lot you won't know later on"(p. 20 5, proverb 
of C. Logan). The religion of heritage provides an 
immortality of sorts and imbues death with meaning. But 
it also furnishes gods who can instruct life's sojourners 
as to the rules of physical and psychological survival -- 
Morag promises to remember C.P.T. 's advice, and she 
cherishes the Calvinistic proverbs of Christie, strength 
of Piper, and pride of the Curries. Looking "ahead into 
the past and back into the future"(p. 3 70), the inheritors 
listen to what the mythical and real ancestors -- especially 
those who lived longer in the past than the surviving generation 
has yet lived in the present -- can tell their descendants, 
through word and deed, about how to endure with dignity in 
the future. This is the final advice that Morag Gunn, 
shaman and divine, has for the readers of what may be her 
last novel.
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CHAPTER VII 
CONCLUSION
It is not surprising that Margaret Laurence
sees The Diviners as the conclusion to the Manawaka 
-----------
series. The novel contains explicit linkages back 
to each of the four previous works. Vanessa MacLeod 
and her father are both minor characters in The 
Diviners. Ewen's medical treatment of Piquette Tonnerre 
("The Loons") and his own death ("A Bird in the House") 
are mentioned. Like Vanessa, Stacey Cameron is Morag's 
classmate. Vernon Winkler, the boy next door to the 
Logans on Hill Street, grows up to be Thor Thorlakson 
of The Fire-Dwellers, and Skinner Tonnerre's sister 
Valentine is also an important secondary character in 
Stacey's novel. Julie Kazlik, who visits Morag in 
Vancouver, is Buckle Fennick's ex-wife (The Fire- 
Dwellers ) and Nick Kazlik's sister (A Jest of God).
There are also cameo appearances of the parents of 
Stacey and Rachel, May and Niall Cameron, in The 
Diviners. After Christie dies. Hector Jonas, Rachel's 
confidant, speaks to Morag of Rachel's departure 
from Manawaka, And finally, there is the plaid pin- 
knife exchange between Jules and Morag which reaches 
all the way back to The Stone Angel, and Hagar's
 1---------------
Interview with Margaret Laurence at Trent University 
in February, 19 76.
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beloved war cry "Gainsay Who Dare."
Clara Thomas claims that these five books "are
segments of a whole, not stations in a continuum;
The Diviners completes the pattern and closes the
circle." This statement is certainly true in the ways
in which Thomas intends it. The five books, seen as
a whole, are a depiction of a "fully realized, three-
dimensional, imagined town of length, breadth, and
3
depth, and of history and corporate personality."
The five books also form a unit in terms of what Hagar,
Rachel, Stacey, Vanessa and Morag share, a common
cultural inheritance of Calvinism—  the guilt, the
fear, and the struggle:
Out of the Manawaka background, common to 
many of us and within the imaginative 
range of us all, in a timespan of almost 
a century, each of these women is battered 
by events, but also moves of her own free 
will towards self-recognition, self-accept­
ance, and the awareness of a limited free­
dom. They are all intensively and intro- 
spectively aware of themselves, but the 
demons of self-dramatization, self-pity, 
and sentimentality do not obscure their 
vision or block their progress. They 
endure and they grow, gradually shaking 
off debilitating guilts and fears and 
learning to accept themselves as well 
as others with tolerance and love.^
"2------------
The Manawaka World, p. 77.
3
Thomas, The Manawaka World, p. 187.
4 ^
Thomas, The Manawaka World, pp. 19 3-4.
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But in terms of the spiritual dimensions of Calvinism, 
the books can be seen not just as unifying, but as 
progressively developing, novel by novel, the theme 
of this religious ideology.
The five novels have been examined in the order 
in which they were written and published, beginning 
with The Stone Angel, which appeared in 1964, and 
concluding with The Diviners (1974). Chronologically 
studied, the books document the changes in Laurence's 
religious outlook over a period of approximately four­
teen years. In fictional-historical time, the five 
books take place in the same order in which Laurence 
wrote them. Time-present for Hagar is about 1960, 
her formative years having been the 1870's. The stories 
of Rachel and Stacey take place almost simultaneously, 
around 1962. Like Stacey, Vanessa was seventeen when 
World War II began, and her most recent visit to Manawaka 
occurred when she was forty, so she is relating her 
stories around 19 65. Morag, in time-present, is forty- 
seven, and the year is 1969.
Each book, then, was not only written, but also 
takes place at a later point in time. The five novels 
are chronological in yet another way. Taking the 
immediate families of the five protagonists, one finds 
that five generations are spanned, beginning in The 
Stone Angel with Hagar's father and ending in The 
Diviners with Morag's daughter. Jason Currie was
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born in Scotland around 18 50 and became a young pioneer 
to the Canadian west. The next generation of people 
in Manawaka was born around 1875. This group includes 
Hagar and Bram Shipley, Eleanor MacLeod, Timothy and 
Agnes Connor and Skinner Tonnerre's grandfather, Jules. 
The third generation consists of Marvin and John 
Shipley, May and Niall Cameron, Edna Connor, Ewen and 
Beth MacLeod, Christie and Prin Logan, Colin Gunn 
and Lazarus Tonnerre, all of them being born around 
the turn of the century. In about 1925, the most 
predominant group, Laurence’s own generation, began to 
emerge. It includes Rachel and Stacey Cameron, Van­
essa MacLeod, Skinner Tonnerre and Morag Gunn. The 
fifth generation was born around 1950. It includes 
Stacey’s four young children, but its only adult 
representative is Pique Tonnerre Gunn. In dealing 
with five generations of one tribe, people from the 
same town and -- with the exceptions of the Tonnerres 
and Kazliks -- the same basic background, Laurence 
has traced the changing attitudes and responses towards 
life and God within this fictional-historical cultural 
group over the past century.
Jason Currie was what Morag would call one of the 
old pioneers. Such Calvinist Scottish immigrants as 
he brought with them to Canada "that namelesss haunting 
guilt they never understood, and the feeling of failure.
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and the loneliness." As a puritan soldier in hostile 
territory, Jason carved an initially precarious 
existence out of the wilderness with the tools of 
toil, diligence, moderation, sobriety, thrift and fort­
itude. This battle with a landscape as bleak and 
harsh as Scotland’s reinforced Jason's Calvinism, and 
particularly that fear-induced spiritual pride which is 
tantamount to self-deification. This dangerous form 
of pride precludes wisdom, love and tenderness. It is 
caused by feelings of guilt, powerlessness, worthless­
ness, insignificance and depravity which are the emotion­
al products of a religion based on the notion of pre­
destination and teaching the likelihood of damnation.
As tragically paradoxical as it may seem, the attempt 
to mitigate these feelings by developing self-pride 
only results in more fear and a strong emotional need 
to suffer from some form of retribution for having 
so sinfully usurped God's place.
This entire emotional and psychological pattern 
can be seen in the characters of Timothy Connor and 
Eleanor MacLeod, both of whom are a generation younger 
than Jason, but who also were once pioneers. Their 
contemporary, Hagar Shipley, inherited the Calvinist 
character in its totality from her father Jason,
The circumstances of her life, however, differed from
Hugh MacLennan, Scotchman's Return and Other 
Essays (Toronto, 1960), p.“Tr~
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those of her father's in that she was not a pioneer 
struggling for physical survival. In consequence, 
she spent her life pathetically creating ware and 
ways in which to put her weapons to use by battling 
for a psychological type of survival, her spirit having 
long since turned to stone. In Hagar's generation, 
there is another character who has a different out­
look on life entirely. Unlike the Presbyterian and 
Methodist characters, Agnes Connor, who is a Baptist, 
has total faith in a God outside herself whose will 
and judgement she accepts without fear or question.
For Laurence's major characters, this total peace and 
faithful acceptance of life is more or less impossible, 
but is seen as highly desirable by many of them, and 
is, in a modern and transmuted form, the ideal which 
is slowly worked towards throughout the series of novels 
The third generation is the link between Hagar's 
and that of Rachel, Stacey, Vanessa and Morag. In 
it one can'discern the continuance of some and the 
dissipation of other aspects of the Calvinist ideology. 
Edna Connor inherits pride and strength from her 
father, but unlike his, her pride is not of the 
spiritual variety, and she also possesses her mother's 
loving tenderness. Ewen MacLeod is controlled by 
Calvinistic feelings of guilt and spends his life 
paying off imagined debts to the past, but he resents 
his lack of freedom. Marvin Shipley also obediently
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answers to his mother with feelings of reluctance 
and resentment, Niall Cameron feels caught between 
the generations and is destroyed by his knowledge that 
the gap is widening between the appearances and the 
realities of life and death in Manawaka, His wife May 
blinds herself to the cold realities and maintains the 
proper appearances at all costs. Like Niall, Christie 
Logan knows what really lies behind the town’s proud 
pretensions, and the price he pays for this knowledge 
is to become Manawaka’s sacrificial scapegoat.
The fourth generation, Laurence’s own, draws 
western Canadian Calvinism inexorably into the twentieth 
century, transforming it in the process of bringing it 
up to date, and ultimately finding that in modern 
translation it does still have meaning for the people 
who are neither old nor new pioneers. Rachel Cameron 
manages to attain the. humanitarian outlook on life that 
Hagar reaches towards in her final days. In A Jest 
of God, the religious focus moves from the cosmic 
realm to the human. Unlike Hagar, Rachel is able to 
learn not to fear God. Her humbling experience teaches 
her to love and pity Him as a fellow being with human 
weaknesses.
This horizontal projection of a God is the first 
step in the changing outlook of Laurence’s contemporaries, 
an outlook which was inextricably tied to the events 
of their lifetimes. The first world war produced
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the same religious skepticism in Canada as it did in 
other allied countries. People began to experience 
disillusionment and to feel -- as Chris in "Horses of 
the Night" feels about God and the impending second 
war —  that maybe it is better not to believe in God 
at all than to believe in a brutal God who allows war 
to take place on a world-wide scale. Niall Cameron 
is a prime example of post-World War I disillusionment; 
he speaks to Rachel of the lies the pipes tell when 
the Manawaka boys are leaving for World War II. The 
religious focus of the Protestant churches shifted in 
the nineteen twenties as a result of the Great War.
The emphasis moved somewhat from worship and praise of 
the Almighty to social endeavours, to the task of 
applying the doctrines of Christ to the here and now. 
This change in focus had a unifying impact and was one 
of the major factors in bringing about the establishment 
of the United Church of Canada, the church in which 
Rachel, Stacey, Vanessa and Morag are raised. The 
social gospel reached a political level during the 
depression when the need to help the poor, the un­
employed, the disabled and the elderly became more 
strikingly apparent than ever. This twentieth-century 
phenomenon of a rational, practical approach to and 
application of Christianity was further reinforced 
by the unprecedented horrors of World War II.
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While Rachel learns that God is like man and that 
fate is no more unpredictable than herself, Stacey 
relegates the Deity to an even less powerful position. 
For her, He is the proponent of those cultural values 
which were the product of Calvin's religious doctrines, 
values to which she still largely adheres. The God 
in Stacey's mind is simply an echo from the past, a 
parental voice of conscience, duty and reproach. Her 
low key revelation consists in the realization that 
many of her responses to life, and particularly her 
fear of judgement, are the emotional hang-overs of an 
old and fading religion.
Vanessa sees the religion that is so fulfilling 
for her maternal grandmother as totally unrealistic, 
fantastic, and unattainable. While growing up during 
the depression and World War II she witnesses the 
deaths and failures of so many people that it is impos­
sible for her to imagine that a loving God exists.
He seems to have withdrawn entirely from the human 
realm and become distant, indestructable and indif­
ferent. This essentially non-existant God is even 
less supportive than Hagar's wrathful God who at 
least acknowledged that man existed when He decided 
to damn all but the few.
The holocaust of World War II seemed to annihilate 
the God, along with the lives, of many Canadian Christ­
ians. But in the final story of A Bird in the House,
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
I l l
and more clearly in The Diviners, the thoughtful 
peacefulness of the fifties and the free individualism 
of the sixties display their impact: a surrogate,
personalized kind of religion emerges to brighten the 
darkness which fell when God, having once incited 
fear in Hagar, pity in Rachel, and duty in Stacey, 
finally withdrew, in Vanessa's understanding, from human 
vision or relevance. When Vanessa claims in "Jericho’s 
Brick Battlements," that her grandfather is immortal 
in ways it will take her a lifetime to comprehend, she 
means more than that she is his cultural descendent 
who shares his values and character traits. She 
means that in times of spiritual stress, she will fall 
back on him, asking herself what he would have done 
in. similar crises, in the same way as a Christian 
will turn to Christ or the word of God. Just as Hagar 
eventually points towards Rachel>s religious stance, 
Rachel towards Stacey's, and Stacey towards Vanessa’s, 
the final thoughts of Vanessa concerning her grand­
father predict the religious outlook of Morag.
The Manawaka series culminates, in this last 
novel, with a thorough explication of a modern-day 
religion. Morag can see far enough into the future 
to realize that for the young Smith family, and for 
many members of the fifth generation, the back-to- 
the-land movement may come to constitute an entire
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religion. But Morag herself dwells between the old 
and the new pioneers in temporal and ideological space. 
She acknowledges that what she shares with A-Okay and 
Maudie is as limited as what she shares with Catharine 
Parr Traill, and she is forced to discover a religion 
which speaks to her generation's particular needs.
In so doing, Morag accomplishes what Margaret Laurence 
has always hoped of accomplishing as a writer, and 
this spiritual autobiography reflects the religious 
outlook which Laurence has recently gained.
Laurence claims that what her generation of 
writers
have really done is to try in some way to 
come to terms with our ancestral past, to 
deal in this way with these themes of 
survival and growth, and to record our 
mythology....This is what I mean by Can­
adian literature being local and reaching 
the Universal through being local.^
She explains that you must first get away from your,
heritage and "go through the process of learning about
the rest of the world" before returning, at least
mentally, and "coming to some kind of terms with your
roots and your ancestors and, if you like, with your 
7
gods." Morag Gunn goes through this entire process.
 ----------------
Thomas, transcriber, "Margaret Laurence and 
Irving Layton," 67.
7
Robert Kroetsch, "A Conversation with Margaret 
Laurence," in Creation (Toronto, 19 70), pp. 54-55.
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As Laurence has stated, both "Morag and Jules learn
to accept their ancestors, the real ones and the myth-
8
ical ones also,"
Morag's preoccupation with mythology, or what she 
calls the interweaving of history and fiction, has 
also been one of Laurence's primary interests, and 
religion itself seems to be understood by Laurence as 
man's most meaningful, powerful and ubiquitous form 
of historical fiction. Religion is also understood 
by Laurence as being inextricably related to the 
concept of heritage. As a child, she was profoundly 
aware of her Scottish background. Trophies from the 
past, such as the family plaid pin with the approp­
riate motto "Je Pense." were handled by her with "cur­
iosity and reverence, as though they had been religious 
9
relics." . She states; "Our ancestors are reborn,
with variations, in us. We, too, are in the process
of becoming ancestors. We will be the myths of our 
10
descendants." Particularly when there is no actual 
record, fiction necessarily takes over where history 
leaves off ; "Beyond your great-grandparents, the 
ancestors become everybody's ancestors.... It all
 g— ------------
Atwood, "Face to Face," 46.
9
Margaret Laurence, "Road from the Isles," in 
Heart of a Stranger, n. 146.
 rn-----  —
Margaret Laurence, "Ancestral Voices Prophecying....7 
The Mysterious East (December Book Supplement, 19 70), 6 .
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becomes myth at that point." Laurence believes that
this process of mythologization is inevitable for every
tribe of people because none of us can "live without
myths. Man is a myth-making animal who knows he must
individually die but who cannot bring himself to believe 
12
it."
By recording her tribe's mythology, Laurence in­
tends her fiction "to express something that in fact
13
everybody knows but doesn't say or can't express."
Like Morag, she feels that writing "is mysterious
because it's something you can't totally analyse and
don't totally understand, and indeed do not need to 
14
understand." Laurence explains that in "African
tribal society or in Ancient Greece" writers would
claim that they were "possessed by the god":
...this was simply another way of saying,
I suppose, that there were forces in your 
subconscious, -- and in the whole sort of 
cultural pool of which your mind is a part 
and by which it has been formed —  that 
are shaping you, out of which you're drawing 
this kind of material.15
This cultural influence is inescapable. As Laurence
11
Cameron, "The Black Celt," p. 113.
12
Laurence, "Ancestral Voices Prophecying....," 10.
13
Wigmore, "The Woman Behind the Writing," 28.
14
Cameron, "The Black Celt," p. 110.
15
Cameron, "The Black Celt," p. 110.
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argues, "people change from generation to generation,
16
but they don’t change totally." In 1969, just before
she began to write The Diviners, Laurence stated:
What one has come to see, in the last
decade, is that tribalism is an inheritance
of us all. Tribalism is not such a bad 
thing, if seen as the bond which an indiv­
idual feels with his roots, his ancestors, 
his background. It may or may not be stultifying 
in a personal sense, but that is a problem 
each of us has to solve or not solve.1^
More so than any of Laurence’s other four Manawaka 
protagonists, Morag Gunn manages to solve this problem 
successfully. VJhile Hagar demonstrates that an old 
religion can shackle the life of someone for whom it 
is no longer entirely relevant, Morag demonstrates that 
with sufficient temporal distance from an old religion,
it is possible to re-interpret it without having to
forsake it. Morag frees herself from the guilt of 
having forsaken one’s- religious heritage —  the guilt 
which Nick Kazlik and Stacey Cameron find so debilitat­
ing —  when she finally learns to incorporate her entire 
heritage into a newer, more broadly based religion.
This broad base is largely owing to Morag's contact 
with Jules. While the other Manawaka protagonists 
are briefly able to gain a distanced perspective
TR---------
Gibson, "Margaret Laurence," pp. 2 0 4-5.
17
Laurence, "Ten Years* Sentences," p. 145.
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on their heritage through contact with someone from 
a different religious and cultural background, Morag 
is able to use this kind of contact as a partial found­
ation for a wider, more philosophical religious 
outlook.
In the same way as Laurence has a modern understand- 
int of animism, in Morag’s religion of heritage there 
is a metaphorical return to magic, to nature worship, 
to shamans, and to animism —  all those things which 
were fundamental to the primitive religions of Jules* 
Indian ancestors. Religion originally began with 
superstition and magic, with the belief that certain 
specific actions by man would have certain specific 
effects upon the natural world. Morag acknowledges 
this belief as a mythical truth when she watches an 
endangered blue heron fly towards the death of its 
kind. Her nature worship is not literal, but now that 
the land is being engulfed by the cities, Morag 
stands in renewed awe and reverence of nature * s 
vulnerable beauty. In her modern religion, a shaman 
is still a living priest (Jules or Royland) who 
cures the sick, divines the hidden, controls events, 
and foresees the future. But the shaman* s magic is 
now understood as secular divination, or unusual 
intuitive insight. The gods are still the ancestors 
in Morag’s version of animism. But they are no longer
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believed to be capable of supernatural actions. Instead, 
they instruct behaviour by example as they live on in 
the memories and arteries of the inheritors -- the 
hopeful message of Hagar's ancestors arrives from what 
seems like the stone age to comfort Morag in a time 
of dire need by reinforcing the strength of her 
conviction.
Religion developed beyond polytheism in the west­
ern world as the Hebrew concept of one all-powerful, 
all-knowing and supernatural God became wide-spread.
With this development came the idea of ethical conviction, 
morality. Faith supplanted mere belief, faith in the 
fact that if man behaved in a certain way, as dictated 
and approved by a rational God, justice would preside, 
order would dominate chaos, and good would control evil. 
Morag's hybrid religion also draws upon these later 
notions. There is a monotheistic kind of faith in 
her religion. But it is a faith in the past, and 
therefore in the future. Morality is learned from 
the real ancestors who pass on their experienced 
judgements and responses. Their successes and failures 
map out the route which one may take towards, or away 
from justice, order and goodness. A forsaken past is 
still tantamount to a forsaken religion, for when there 
is no supreme law of God, it is more important than 
ever to learn from one's predecessors.
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More than any other source, Morag draws upon 
Christianity in formulating her religion. As his name 
clearly implies, Morag's god (or ancestor) incarnate 
is Christie. Like Christ, he sacrifices himself for 
the sins of others. Christie's parables, proverbs and 
preachings provide Morag with a way of life to follow.
It is partially by mentally resurrecting Christ that 
Morag is able to free herself from the undesirable 
aspects of her Calvinist heritage.
The Calvinist formula of election-vocation- 
justification-sanctification-glorification is largely 
transformed by Morag. In a sense, this process is 
what happens to the ancestors after they have died, 
but in the here and now, there is no chosen group.
Living in a country which has a cultural mosaic, Morag 
finds it impossible to ignore the fact that there are 
many different kinds of diviners divining their own 
truths, and that no one can say for sure whose truth 
is most true, or even if there is ever any such thing 
as a true story at all. Roylànd dispenses with the 
concept of predestination (and, by inference, damnation) 
when he explains to Morag that you don't have to have 
the mark of God between your eyebrows to become a 
diviner. The Calvinist obligation to work hard 
persists, but grace is now only temporarily given, 
and is gained through the individual's acquisition
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of faith, which is simply his or her ability not to 
have to understand life. One rests one's soul by 
accepting what one is, the product of the past and the 
circumstances of one's own life. This new faith retains 
the essential Calvinist paradox -- the marriage of 
determinism and free will —  and is reached by the 
calvinist method of a humble acceptance of fate.
Morag's voluntary acceptance of life is not tantamount 
to the Christian acceptance of Agnes Connor, with its 
rock solid foundation of faith. But it is as close as 
Morag can come to that faith two generations later.
Like Jules, Morag will find it necessary, at times, 
to fight the old battles until she dies, the battles 
which for her are Celtic, or Calvinistic, in nature.
While Morag places an almost anti-Calvinist em­
phasis on Christ's wisdom and his values (warmth, 
sympathy, understanding, humility, tenderness and 
love), she couples these with the most admirable, 
worthy and persistant of Calvinist traits: determination,
strength, independence and a self-respecting kind of 
pride. Her metaphor for Christian salvation is that 
one will ultimately be gathered to one's ancestors or 
gods. When Morag Dhu someday gains total peace 
beyond the turbulent river of life, she will have 
left her immortal voice within it. Morag's Christian 
God, like Laurence's, has become a mythic symbol of
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the searching spirit. While writing The Diviners 
Laurence spoke frankly about her religious beliefs.
I think that I see not only my characters 
but myself and everybody else in a world 
which is not devoid of religion. I don't 
have any feeling, personally, of loyalty 
to the traditional Christian religions, 
and I say religions advisedly. I think 
of myself as a kind of religious atheist, 
if you like, or religious agnostic, who knows? 
but I do not really believe that God is 
totally dead in our universe, you see. I 
don't know even what I mean by God, but 
I don't think personally, that we do 
live in a universe which is as empty as we 
might think. A lot of my characters, 
like myself, inhabit a world in which 
they no longer believe in the teachings 
of the traditional church, but where 
these things have enormous emotional 
impact on them still, as they do on me.
There's a great deal, for example, in 
the Bible which really hits me very 
hard; it seems to express certain 
symbolic truths about the human dilemma 
and about mankind. The expression of 
various facets of human life and of 
human life searching for a conscious­
ness greater than its own -- that is,
in God -- some of this moves me in the
way that great poetry moves you. I'm 
particularly attached to the King James 
verson of the Bible, because it the
poetry of it that really hits me. A
great many of the characters feel as 
I do about it: there's an enormous
emotional inheritance. I am a Christ­
ian in the sense of my heritage.
18
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